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Prologue

 The darker the
corner, the nastier the things that hide there. In the days before
space travel, one might have thought twice about walking past a
shady-looking alley, or perhaps decided against having a quick beer
at a bar on a lonesome stretch of highway. Once humanity left
Earth, whole star systems that were shielded from prying eyes and
the influence of law quickly formed. Scoundrels claimed little
nooks and crannies where they could ply their trade without being
bothered, yet could still reach civilized society when the time
came to shear the sheep. Where they made their homes, decent folk
knew not to linger. The floating bad neighborhood called Diode
Station 888 may not have been the most dangerous place to stop for
a rest, but it wasn’t far from it. It was a cylindrical space
station drifting precisely far enough from the nearest transit lane
to avoid paying any access fees, and a problem with its stabilizers
that no one had bothered to fix left it rotating slowly along two
axes. Combined with the patches of broken and jagged infrastructure
clustered at either end, it looked almost like it might be a piece
of a much larger and more sophisticated space station that had
broken free. A large scrolling sign composed of green and red
lights wrapped around its center. It read hot food, cold drinks,
and gravity provided by state-of-the-art generators. The general
state of disrepair and the inexplicable presence of graffiti on the
outside of the space station were enough to convince most
travelers in the market for any of those things to look
elsewhere.

Anyone foolish enough to enter the station
would find an Escheresque floor plan. The station must have been
built in the early days of artificial gravity, and as such
showcased the technology in ways that defied logic. The hollow
center of the cylinder had three equally spaced walkways running
its length, each providing its own gravity. At regular intervals
these walkways sprouted twisting paths that led to the top or
bottom of a floor, each of which likewise had its own gravity. To
further illustrate the miracle of artificial gravity, no ceilings
separated one floor from the next. Instead there was a place of
business, a few meters of empty space, and then another place of
business upside down on the “ceiling.” It was a striking layout,
but one that didn’t catch on due to the unreliability of early
gravity generators. It was one thing to have a clothing store
occupying the ceiling of a restaurant. It was another to have a
clothing store come crashing down onto a restaurant after a blown
fuse.

These days Diode Station 888 was almost
empty. It had only one operational place of business: a bar that
took up the floor and ceiling of one whole level and was known as
Buck’s until the sign had been vandalized by someone with a
juvenile sense of humor. The rest of the station had been stripped
bit by bit of any useful equipment as the bar needed it. Now it was
dark, smelly, weightless, and vacant. It made the smoky bar filled
with loud music and louder patrons seem even smokier and louder as
a result.

A skinny, anxious man sat at a table by
himself, ignored by the other patrons. The mere fact that he was
being left alone suggested that he was well connected or dangerous
enough to be respected. He wore an old but sturdy flight suit. The
helmet, which he’d painted with a skeletal eagle, dangled awkwardly
from one side of his belt. He’d slung a large pressurized case
across his back, and the other side of the belt sported a large
empty holster. Empty holsters were a popular accessory in the bar,
as a space station is no place for a gunfight, and thus all
projectile weapons were checked at the door. Most of the criminals
too stupid or stubborn to follow that particular rule had since
found themselves deeply regretting it in the moments between
atmosphere loss and death.

The anxious man was nursing a beer and
watching as a sputtering gravity plate caused a table and chairs to
tap dance along the floor a few meters away. A group of drunks had
formed nearby and were placing bets on when the furniture would
finally launch itself into the unsuspecting card game above.

“Shuddering like that, I would consider it
ill-advised to bet anything over three minutes.”

The anxious man turned as though he’d heard a
gunshot and found that a man with a blond crew cut and fastidious
mustache had joined him at the table. His words were flavored by an
unmistakable British accent, and he was smiling and at ease despite
the threatening surroundings. He, too, wore a flight suit, though
in his case it lacked even a holster.

“Get lost. I want to be alone,” said the man
with the case.

“Do you? Well, a crowded pub is a rather
curious place to seek solitude,” the Brit remarked. “If I may
venture a guess, I’d say it is more likely you are here to meet
someone.”

“Look, maybe I am, maybe I’m not, but unless
you want to meet your maker, I suggest you get the
hell away from me.”

“Now, you see? It is so very rare to
encounter that level of wordplay in the criminal underworld these
days. I applaud you, sir. As you are no doubt a busy man, I will
make this brief. Approximately three days ago you provided some
extremely expensive military communicators to a group of decidedly
nonmilitary individuals. Today you’re hoping to sell the rest of
your batch to someone from the same organization.”

“Yeah. And you’re not him.”

“I’m well aware. I’d like a word with you on
his behalf.”

“That sounds like cop talk. You a cop?”

The word cop drew the attention of a
large portion of the nearby clientele.

“Just curious. I’ve got a bit of unfinished
business with the fellows who purchased the equipment. It
takes—”

A deep and worrying voice reverberated from
beside the Brit.

“We don’t like people coming in here and
asking questions.”

He turned to find an exceedingly tall and
profoundly hairy man standing close enough to provide a strong
whiff of his halitosis. The man rested his hand on the grip of a
knife so large and well used that it almost certainly had a
nickname and a backstory. “Especially from strangers who
sound like cops.”

“Don’t you? Well, that’s understandable I
suppose. Particularly when inquisitive strangers are so apt to do
this.”

In a lightning motion, the Brit hammered the
heel of his hand into the jaw of the would-be intimidator, sending
him reeling backward. The struck man spat a tooth on the ground and
turned back to find his opponent had snatched the knife from his
belt. The Brit held it with confidence and glanced at the side,
spotting a name.

“Bertha? I might have guessed,” he said.
“Well, Bertha and I urge you to choose your next move
carefully.”

“You got a death wish or something?” slurred
the hairy man as blood began to run down his chin. “This is
my bar. These are my guys.” The largest and most
heavily armed of the nearby patrons were moving like a pack of
wolves, steadily surrounding the Brit and drawing an assortment of
station-friendly weapons. Most were sharp, electrified, or both,
though a few brass knuckles, a few baseball bats, and one cricket
bat were mixed into the arsenal. “I don’t know how someone who
talks like you do and is dumb enough to come into my bar,
alone, and hit me could still be alive, but it won’t
matter too much longer. You have any last words before my guys kill
you?”

“How kind of you to ask. I do have a few.
First, you keep referring to them as your ‘guys.’ Am I to
understand you haven’t got a single woman in your gang? Shameful.
You really ought to consider expanding. And second, for your
information I did not come alone. I wouldn’t be so foolish as to
enter a place like this without arranging for some muscle of my
own.”

“Bill, scout around, find out who this guy
brought, and bust his teeth in.” One of the heavier members of the
crew began to shoulder his way through the crowd. “Bill knows every
face that comes in and out of here. When he finds your muscle, do
you want to watch me kill him, or do you want to die first?”

“You know, for a murderous psychopath you’re
refreshingly mindful of my wants and needs.”

Bill’s voice could be heard from among the
crowd. “… Haven’t seen you before… nah. Too scrawny. Get lost. You
too. Outta the way, cupcake.”

A strange sequence of sounds followed. First,
there was a soft thud, then a huff of breath and the squeak of a
boot. A moment later Bill came hurling backward through the press
of bodies, tumbling to a stop beside his boss. Stepping through the
wake created by the flying henchman was a woman who was equal parts
soccer mom and Valkyrie. She had a head of lustrous blonde curls, a
body with full curves, and a flight suit that complemented each
quite well.

“Don’t call me cupcake, hon,” she
said.

“Get her! Get them both!” ordered the
boss.

The whole of the bar erupted in a chorus of
angry cries and stamping feet.

“Silo, your timing, as ever, is brilliant,”
said the Brit.

“Uh-huh,” said Silo, brushing some of her
golden curls aside and taking up a defensive stance beside him. She
grabbed the edge of a table and hurled it into the largest group of
attackers. “Garotte, sweetie, you know, in the month that I’ve been
working on my own, I didn’t once get into a brawl. Why is it every
time we meet someplace, I end up having to pummel someone?”

“Because, if nothing else, I know how to show
a lady a good time.” He grabbed the man he had been questioning and
pulled him to his feet, kicking a chair into the crowd to make some
space and hauling him toward the long bar against one wall.

While Garotte devoted most of his efforts to
swiping the stolen knife back and forth to keep attackers at bay
until he could reach the cover of the bar, Silo was much more
offensive. She delivered forearms and knees, thrust kicks and
uppercuts. Her repertoire leaned heavily toward the powerhouse side
of the combat spectrum, and she hit like a freight train. The
smaller and wiser members of the crowd of ruffians soon learned to
keep their distance. Only the truly massive or blindly vicious came
within arm’s reach, and most of them were flat on their backs
shortly afterward. When a man of nearly two meters threw a
ponderous right hand in her direction, she sidestepped it, grabbed
him by the leather vest, and rolled backward, planting her boot
heel on his belt buckle and thrusting him upward with the momentum
of the roll. The throw was forceful enough to send the man past the
midpoint between the upper and lower floors until he “fell”
straight up and smashed through a table above them. The sight was
enough to give all in attendance a moment’s pause.

“I’m pleased the effects of your lengthy stay
in a high-gravity prison are still serving you well,” Garotte said,
glancing up at the aftermath of her attack.

“I’m telling you, hon. High-gravity workout
routine. Three times a week. It works wonders.” She grabbed a metal
chair and swept it toward the latest challenger, causing him to
retreat. “I find the extra strength really helps to control the
recoil in large-caliber weapons.” She side-kicked another attacker
in the chest with enough force to send him end over end. “The
feeling of empowerment is nice, too.”

It was clear that the bumps and bruises
delivered so far had managed to take most of the fight out of the
gang. There was still a ring of hesitant fighters eyeing Silo and
Garotte, but each seemed to be waiting for one of the others to
make the first move.

Garotte was now standing behind the bar. He’d
levered the arm of his target into a painful position behind the
man’s back, and the other hand held the broken remnants of a beer
bottle that had been used to incapacitate the bartender. Bertha was
slipped into his belt. “Look, my friends. I’m sure we can keep this
up as long as you like, but the lady and I are on a bit of a
schedule, so if it is all the same to you, we’ll ask this young man
our questions and be on our way. Is that acceptable?” He dropped
the broken bottle and pulled up a datapad with a grid of status
indicators on its screen. “Or shall I see what sort of mischief I
can get up to with the gravity controls?”

As the crowd collectively considered its
options, the malfunctioning gravity plate finally decided to give
up the ghost, sputtering off and releasing its payload. Watching a
table and three chairs hurl themselves to the ceiling and bash into
the unfortunate poker players who had neglected to seek cover
convinced a few of them to back away. The rest charged.

Garotte sighed. “Very well.” As Silo joined
him behind the bar, he ran his finger down the gravity-control pad.
Like a shock wave sweeping across the floor, all of the panels on
the other side of the bar shut off in sequence, releasing their
contents into the grip of the panels above. The whole of the mob
found their world turned upside down and were reduced to a battered
heap of humanity and furniture on the ceiling. It was enough to
take the fight out of the rest of the gang.

“Now, to business,” Garotte said, switching
the gravity panels back on. The ejected aggressors stayed put on
the ceiling, attracted to the closer of the two opposing sets of
panels.

“I’d be quick about it, sweetie. These don’t
strike me as the kind of folks who will give in to common sense for
very long,” Silo advised.

“Speed was always my intention. Now, sir, I
believe we were discussing your prior customers.”

“Yeah, yeah. They were a bunch of beat-up
military types. They wanted communication devices. High-security
stuff. I’ll tell you who I bought them from! Just don’t hit me! And
don’t lock me up!”

“That won’t be necessary. Just answer a few
questions. Did they have you configure the com devices?”

“Yeah!”

“Was it a difficult task?”

“The manual is seven hundred pages. It took
me weeks to figure it out.”

“So it is safe to assume that they won’t be
changing the configuration anytime soon.”

“Probably not ever. I didn’t give them the
manual. I figured it was a good way to ensure repeat business.”

“Savvy. Am I correct in assuming that case on
your back has some more of the hardware?”

“Yes.”

“Configured in the same way?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I’d like to buy two of them from
you.”

“Fine, you can… buy?”

“Of course. I’m not a thief.”

Garotte revealed a roll of casino chips,
which were the preferred payment method of those seeking to keep
their finances off official record these days. The man eyed the
roll, peeled it open to inspect it, then pocketed it. “Pleasure
doing business with you then.” He pulled down the case from his
back and popped it open to reveal an array of brick-sized
encrypting communicators. They were boxy pieces of heavy-duty metal
apparatus. A few hefty data ports were situated along one side, an
input video panel occupied the other, and a conspicuous microphone
and speaker took up most of a third. From the looks of the attached
brackets and inputs, it was meant to be mounted in a vehicle rather
than carried around. “Power is here, input panel is here. You’ll
need a local key or pass code to get on the communication queue the
other guys are on, and they didn’t tell me what they used.”

With a practiced hand, Garotte selected two
devices and plugged a battery pack into one. He handed the other to
Silo and tapped out a few commands on the input screen of his own
once it flickered to life. The last command was a lengthy pass
code, evidently entered from memory.

“Where did you get that code?” the man
asked.

“In case you hadn’t noticed, I can be rather
persuasive.” Garotte smiled as the screen populated with active
channels and a backlog of secure correspondences. “Well, Silo, my
dear. We’ve now got ears on the enemy.”

“Good. Let’s get out of here. I don’t like
the atmosphere in this place,” she said.

“Certainly. You don’t mind if we take the
Declaration, do you?”

“We better. I hitched a ride here, and I’m
pretty sure the guy I came with is up on the ceiling
somewhere.”

Garotte tucked both communicators under one
arm and hopped over the bar. He and Silo stepped over some of the
harder-hit scuffle participants and headed for the door. They’d
reached the first of the many twisting panels that made up the
walkway when the slurred voice of the gang leader bellowed behind
them.

“Get back here!” They turned to find him
standing just inside the door of the bar, sporting the beginnings
of a black eye, with one lip starting to swell. “You think you can
beat up my guys, steal my knife, and then just walk out of
here?”

Garotte glanced to his belt. “Oh, of course.
Where are my manners? Thank you for the use of your weapon.” He
drew the knife and hurled it with a surprising amount of force and
accuracy. The blade dug into the ground at the gang leader’s feet,
conjuring a spark and puff of smoke from the gravity plate. It
failed instantly, and the leader fell upward, crashing to the
ground above. With that, Garotte turned to Silo.

“Off we go, my dear. Busy days ahead. I
suspect some crucial data is about to start leaking to some
interested parties.”


Chapter 1

 Two months
later…

Certain jobs just weren’t meant to be done by humans.
It was an intelligent and well-reasoned policy. If it required long
periods of inactivity interspersed with the sudden need for precise
action, it was probably best suited to a machine. Like most
intelligent and well-reasoned policies though, there would always
be those who rejected it outright. Perhaps the prime example of
such behavior was the thriving profession of freelance interstellar
courier, or simply “freelancer.” Those who earned a living in this
questionably legal career would spend most of their time sitting in
the confined space of a cockpit, waiting for hours or days to roll
by as they “sprinted” at faster-than-light speed. Then they would
slow down, perform some evasive maneuvers to “juke” any authorities
that might have pursued them, then sprint again. In theory a decent
autopilot could do the job flawlessly. In practice anyone
attempting to automate the process inevitably ended up with an
impounded ship and a lot of explaining to do to the VectorCorp
Security in charge of “discouraging” such behavior. Computers are
exceptional at many things, but if a task needs intuition and
dishonesty, give it to a human.

After some bad decisions had cost him a
promising career as a racer, Trevor “Lex” Alexander had been paying
the bills with a handful of jobs that required similar piloting
skills. Officially he was a hoverbike courier on his home planet of
Golana. Less officially he was a part-time chauffeur using the
limousine he’d purchased back during his brief brush with
celebrity. Unofficially he was a freelancer, and these days it was
paying more of his bills than was either advisable or healthy. For
most people the most difficult part of the job was the evasion of
pursuit and the selection of safe routes. For Lex those were first
and second nature respectively. The toughest part of the process
for him had been adapting to the downtime in between.

Physical fitness was one problem. His ship,
the Son of Betsy, was many things: fast, stealthy, and
packed to the gills with sneaky technology. It was not
spacious. Since sitting in a heated massage chair for sixteen hours
at a time isn’t the healthiest activity, Lex had become extremely
familiar with the sort of exercises one can do in a cramped cockpit
with no gravity. Boredom was staved off with a battery of videos
and video games he kept loaded on his slidepad, a sort of
all-purpose communicator and pocket computer that looked like a
cross between a plastic business card and a holographic display.
Finally there was the loneliness, which he hadn’t realized was an
issue until an alternative had come along.

“Dropping out of FTL now, Squee. A couple
more minutes and we’ll hit Operlo,” Lex said.

Squee perked up at the sound of his voice and
yawned from her traditional perch across the back of his neck. Most
people thought Squee was a dog with a fancy black-and-white color
scheme. More observant people commented that the beast looked more
like a fox, or perhaps a skunk, but those people were few and far
between. In reality she was a funk, a cross between the
aforementioned woodland creatures. Squee was one of two such
creatures concocted in a laboratory by a madman named Karter.
Through a complicated sequence of events, Squee had been presented
to Lex as a thank-you gift. Since he so frequently had to leave his
home for days at a time, he had begun bringing her along. It was
remarkable how quickly the one-sided conversations he had with her
during his deliveries became an indispensable diversion.

He reached up and scratched her between the
pointed ears and received a few adorable nibbles in return. “Let’s
see what messages I missed while I was off the grid.”

Being “off the grid” was the part about
freelancing that posed the greatest threat. The populated portions
of space were connected by vast, carefully monitored and maintained
transit corridors. When using these corridors, one could be
reasonably certain that there would be no wandering asteroids or
other hazards that deflectors and shields couldn’t handle. Of
course, it also meant you had to pay the keepers of the corridor
their fees and tolls, and obey their rules. Freelancers made a
living by avoiding such routes and ran the risk of colliding with
an unseen piece of space debris at several multiples of the speed
of light, which was not uncommon, and quite spectacular. One of the
minor consequences of avoiding the main routes was the lack of
real-time communication. For Lex, having to sift through a backlog
of video, audio, and text messages after every sprint was almost
worse than the constant threat of his sudden demise, which would at
least be quick and only happen once.

“Spam. Spam. Spam. Either they need to update
the junk filters, or the number of collapsed governments randomly
reaching out to strangers in hopes of transferring vast wealth has
skyrocketed. Henderson Conventional Transport… why do I know that
name?” After a moment, it struck him. “Oh right. That’s the new
name of the bike courier biz. I wonder what they want.”

He tapped the message and received a short
snippet of audio from a man with a managerial tone of voice.
“Report to the office immediately.” The time stamp on the message
was an hour after his usual start time, the previous day.

“Real helpful, boss… Eh. I’ll deal with it
later.”

Lex tucked the slidepad into a pocket of his
flight suit and leaned aside to look at the package he’d been hired
to deliver. With an exasperated sigh, he pulled it from the straps
beside his seat and looked at the address.

“Diamond In The Rough Contracting and
Construction, 685 East 45.5554 Longitude Drive, Southern Fringe,
Northern Habitable Zone, Operlo,” he read out loud. “You know what
this box is, Squee?” His furry companion failed to show any
curiosity, instead focusing intently on a cheese cracker that had
drifted up from where it had been pinned between the package and
the floor. “This is trouble. I’m supposed to deliver this to Nick
Patel. The mobster Nick Patel. The mobster Nick Patel who owns our
apartment building. I don’t know what’s in the package, but
there is no way in hell it is good news.”

Squee whined quietly, eyeing the drifting
cracker. Lex snagged it and tossed it her way. She snatched it out
of the air and crunched away happily. His slidepad chirped a few
times, lighting up the console of his ship with an incoming
connection from Diamond In The Rough C&C.

“Speak of the devil,” he said, accepting the
connection. The video overlay of the SOB’s main window
illuminated and displayed the flawless face of a dark-skinned woman
with an exceedingly executive demeanor. Her black hair was gathered
into a bun, wire-rimmed glasses were perched on her pert nose, and
she wore a charcoal-gray business suit. Her thin eyebrows arched
slightly when she saw Lex’s face pop up on her own screen, the only
evidence of emotion on her otherwise dispassionate features. Her
name was Preethy Misra. She was Nick’s niece and assistant, and
since his little real estate acquisition, she was also Lex’s
landlady.

“Mr. Alexander, I see you are entering the
vicinity of Operlo. Quite punctual.” Her voice had no hint of an
accent.

“I aim to please.”

“I’m forwarding some coordinates. I will
personally receive your delivery there.”

“Why not the main office?”

“Mr. Patel has expanded my role in the
organization. I work out of a new facility now.”

“You got a promotion? Congratulations!”

“Thank you, Mr. Alexander. I’ll see you
shortly.”

She disconnected, leaving Lex to plug in the
new coordinates and admire the sights of the steadily approaching
planet Operlo.

To conjure to mind the proper image of the
planet, one would begin by picturing a sunbaked ball of speckled
sand hurtling through space. One would end there as well. There
wasn’t much to the place. Its surface broiled at well above
inhabitable temperatures around the equator, and there weren’t more
than a half-dozen cities on the entire planet. Vast solar
collectors dotted city-sized patches of ground, and what few
residents weren’t in the mining or power industry were employees,
associates, or contemporaries of Nick Patel. It was a forgotten
corner of the cosmos, a hiding place for those who had business
that was best kept hidden, and a place that few would willingly
call home. In a way, it was a planet-sized counterpart of Diode
Station 888, but at least here there were some redeeming features.
Not the least of them was Preethy Misra.

She stood in the shade of a wide silvery
parasol when Lex set down the SOB. He popped the cockpit
hatch and was immediately struck by the full might of an overeager
sun. He squinted at the ship’s thermometer and watched it visibly
climb past 130 degrees by the time Ms. Misra reached him.

“I would hurry down from there if I were
you,” she advised. “Or have we forgotten what happened last
time?”

He held the package under one arm and Squee
under the other, hopping down from the ship. His boots practically
sizzled against the parched ground. He hurried to the shade of her
oversized parasol. “How could I forget? By the time I got out of
the sun, I was positively crispy.”

“What precisely do you have there?” she
asked, a single eyebrow raised as she looked over the already
panting Squee.

“Oh, sorry. This is my pet funk, Squee.
Squee, Preethy. Preethy, Squee.” The creature looked the
businesswoman up and down, then scrabbled to get free from Lex’s
arm and onto his shoulders.

A slight smirk curled the corner of her
mouth. “You always find a way to make a unique impression. This
way.”

Though her attitude could not be more
businesslike, Preethy’s wardrobe suggested she was well aware that
her virtues went beyond her administrative talents. As always, she
wore an outfit that was a half-step beyond what might be considered
appropriate for a business setting. The skirt was a centimeter too
high, the neckline just a bit too low, and the overall fit just
slightly tighter than it should be. There was no single part of the
ensemble that was scandalous, but taken as a whole it made a rather
firm impression. Keeping in the shade required Lex to walk
extremely close to her, and by the time they were halfway to their
destination, he felt as though he needed a cold shower for two
entirely different reasons.

She led the way toward a large and extremely
new building. There were still scaffolds and unpainted sections of
the structure along one side, but the remaining work seemed to be
cosmetic. The whole of the building had a massive overhanging
canopy of solar panels, and the shaded area underneath bristled
with cooling fins. In the distance, dust rose from what looked to
be a massive construction project distorted by the wavy heat of the
desert landscape.

“So, what’s going on here?” Lex asked.

“Mr. Patel has always felt that the less
hospitable portions of Operlo had tremendous potential if put to
the proper use. Solar farms are useful, but those we have in place
already supply the planet’s needs many times over. A few months ago
he was struck by inspiration, an opportunity to turn the otherwise
wasted land into an attraction that would draw viewers and visitors
from around the galaxy.”

Lex looked at the rocky wasteland around him.
“If your uncle sees opportunity here, he’s got an awful lot more
vision than me.”

“I quite agree. He has more vision than
most.”

They reached the shade of the solar panels,
and she folded her parasol. A touch of her fingertips activated an
automatic door that released a tantalizing rush of air-conditioning
as it slid open. The pair stepped inside. Like the outside, the
inside of the building wasn’t quite finished. Plastic still covered
furniture, and banks of monitors and lights had not yet been
connected to power. It wasn’t entirely empty, with the quiet echo
of footsteps and scooting chairs standing out against the relative
silence, but it was clear that it was not ready for the public.

“This is the first of several such
facilities. We hope to have the entire enterprise completed by next
year,” Preethy said.

Lex knew it was probably best if he just
handed her the package, accepted payment, and left as quickly as
possible. Instead he followed, quietly observing the strangely
familiar surroundings. He was more than a bit curious about what
exactly Nick had dreamed up, but primarily he knew that the sooner
he was through here, the sooner he’d have to go back outside. A few
moments thinking about the broiling sun made a short visit seem
like a wonderful idea.

The place had consoles and partitioned
counters that reminded him of a casino, but there were far too many
windows for it to be any casino he’d ever seen. He knew he’d been
to a place like this before, but he couldn’t quite place it.
Finally they reached the door of one of the only fully lit and
completely finished rooms they’d encountered. It was a large and
tastefully decorated office, its entire front wall made from glass
panels. The opposite side was a floor-to-ceiling, wall-to-wall
tinted window overlooking a portion of what must have been the same
construction project he’d noticed on the way into the building.

“The package, please,” she said as she opened
the door and led him to an oak-and-polished-granite desk that
dominated the room.

He handed over the box, which she sliced open
with an etched dagger letter opener. Inside was a crystal prism,
about thirty centimeters long, with a brass nameplate attached to
one side. She placed it on the leading edge of the desk.

“Preethy Lata Misra, COO, Operlo
Entertainment Enterprises,” Lex read. “Whoa. That’s a big step up
from secretary.”

“Administrative assistant,” she corrected.
“And yes, it is.”

“So what sort of entertainment are we talking
about?”

“I suppose it has been a few years, but a
glance outside should clarify matters,” she suggested, motioning to
the window as she approached a bar along one wall.

While she filled a small ice bucket with
water and set it on the floor, an offering to Squee, which the
little creature eagerly lapped up, Lex looked at the unfinished
construction outside. Very little had been done beyond smoothing
out a wide ribbon of the ground beyond the window. There were some
poles and crossbeams, one of which held what looked like a traffic
light. The image gradually slid into place. He knew exactly what
this place was.

“A raceway? You’re building a raceway on
Operlo?”

“Indeed we are,” she said, stepping beside
him. She had prepared a rum and cola which she handed to him.
“Uncle feels it is an excellent use of his land holdings.”

Lex took the drink and looked Preethy in the
eye. “Why do I get the feeling you didn’t order that nameplate from
Golana and have it hand delivered because you needed it in a
hurry?”

“We’ve spoken about this before, but I
thought seeing the state of the project in person might offer a bit
more motivation. We would very much like to see you race on our
circuit.”

He sighed and took a sip. “I didn’t know you
were building a raceway. I thought you were just putting
together a sponsored team! Like I said before, I’m banned from all
officially organized racing leagues. Remember? The mob ‘encouraged’
me to fix a race and I got found out.”

“Yes, Mr. Alexander. I am aware. But that
will not be a problem.” She leaned over to a pad recessed into the
desk and tapped at it. She spoke deliberately into it. “Jesse,
could you come here, please?” She turned back to him. “We’ve done a
bit of research, and you are hardly the only racer to have his or
her career cut short by inflexible league policies. Minor drug
infractions, accusations of overly aggressive driving and illegal
modifications… One moment.” She tapped the pad again. “Charlotte,
please come to my office for a moment. Bring Jesse’s file, she
isn’t answering. As I was saying, we believe that quite a few
racers who could have become household names had their careers not
been cruelly shortened by zero-tolerance policies… I’m sorry, one
moment again.” Now, somewhat more vigorously, she tapped the pad a
third time. “Louise? I’m not getting an answer from the rest of
your department. Would you bring Jesse’s file to me, please?”

“Right away, Ms. Misra,” a voice replied
after a barely audible sigh of exasperation.

“We really are on a bit of a skeleton crew at
the moment. Louise is our head network and media developer. She’s
stretched somewhat thin at the moment. Now where was I? Ah yes.
Uncle is a strong believer in second chances. He has decided that
the exclusionary attitude of the primary racing leagues is long
overdue for an alternative. And since no one else is willing to
take the initiative, he sees no better person than himself.”

A woman, arms heavily laden with boxes,
nudged the door open with her shoulder. She was tall with straight
black hair falling to the middle of her back. Her face and
complexion suggested an Asian heritage. Lex wondered what sort of
precautions someone so fair skinned would have to take to avoid
being roasted alive by the desert sun.

“Mr. Alexander, this is Louise Yang. She’s
been putting in some very long hours to solidify our digital and
visual brand. Ms. Yang, this is Mr. Alexander.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Louise said
with a tone that suggested the opposite. She turned to Preethy. “On
the wall display?”

“Yes, please. If you would, Mr. Alexander,
take a look. Mr. Patel is in the process of organizing his own
league.” After setting down the boxes, filled mostly with
merchandise, Miss Yang dropped a thick data card onto the desk’s
input pad and pressed her thumb to it. The tint on the window
darkened, and a hologram emitter dropped down from the top of one
wall. It projected a ring of fist-sized rotating icons into the
center of the room. The developer stepped up to the outside of the
ring and pushed the first of them toward the center of the circle.
It swelled to fill an area almost as large as the desk and
displayed a rough three-dimensional artist’s rendering of a man and
a woman each modeling sleek, logo-strewn jumpsuits. Preethy
explained, “These are the official uniforms we had in mind. In
addition to the usual advertisements, they incorporate… I’m sorry,
Louise, what are we calling them?”

“Anato-trak telemetry. They record body
movements,” Louise swiftly replied.

“Precisely. They will allow us to precisely
recreate an entire race, down to the mannerisms of the drivers.
Unprecedented rebroadcast detail. Ms. Yang, I believe you know the
presentation best. Please proceed.”

Louise worked her way through the array of
icons, maximizing them and explaining them with the enthusiasm of
someone on a tight deadline who had suddenly been asked to conduct
a field trip. “Net layout, 2D. Net layout, 3D. Rough Cut Racing
logo. Concept of the grandstand. Concept of the climate-controlled
spectator seating. The standard daytime hoversled.”

Lex’s eyes widened and the glass of rum
nearly slipped from his fingers. He marched up to the latest
concept image, a one-third-scale hologram of a unique vehicle. It
had a small cockpit, only slightly larger than the man it would
contain. On two long outriggers jutting forward from each of the
cockpit’s leading corners were a pair of silvery nodes. Behind the
cockpit was an engine easily twice its size, studded with cooling
fins and feeding two larger rear nodes and a monstrous pair of
thrusters. It looked like a cross between a rocket and a dune
buggy. There were glowing hotspots on the hologram. He poked each
with a finger, conjuring floating readouts of the various
specifications.

“Look at those thrust characteristics. The
power-to-weight ratio on this thing is nuts. And these repulsors.
That’s an insane amount of grip. Oh man, you opted for the
front-end turn-assist thrusters! The corners you could make in this
thing must be killer…”

Louise smiled. “I knew integrating the specs
in the rendering was a good idea.”

“Indeed it was, Louise. You can go now. Thank
you very much. Leave the data and merchandise for now.”

The busy developer nodded and hurried out the
door. Preethy stepped into the display and stood beside Lex.

“I’m glad you approve of the design, Mr.
Alexander,” she said. “It would please us very much to have you at
the controls of one of them when they are complete.”

Lex closed his eyes. He could almost
hear his willpower creaking under the strain of this new
development. Racing was the only thing he’d ever wanted to do. He’d
made quite a name for himself in the short time he’d been a
professional, and with time he might have become one of the
all-time greats. His ejection from the league had been financially
and emotionally devastating. The thought of getting back on the
track was mouthwatering.

“Listen… the last time I got mixed up with
the mob, it really screwed my life up.”

“I assure you that Operlo Entertainment
Enterprises is an entirely legitimate firm and will operate with
impeccable business ethics.”

“It won’t matter to Michella.”

“Ah yes. Ms. Modane. I understand she is
sensitive to even the most tenuous connections to organized
crime.”

“To put it lightly. And racing on a raceway
owned by a crime lord, for a league owned by a crime lord, is not a
‘tenuous connection.’”

“If legitimacy is her concern, then I invite
her to investigate us personally. I’m sure she’ll be
satisfied.”

“If you were anyone else, I would jump at the
chance.”

“Mr. Alexander, if we were anyone else, we
wouldn’t give you the chance.” She opened a box on the desk
and pulled out a one-hundred-thousand-credit casino chip. “Your
payment. Keep the change. Feel free to finish your drink before
departing.”

He finished the rum and cola just in time to
corral Squee, who had finished her own drink and was now visibly
planning a leap onto Preethy’s shoulders. Preethy led the way out
of the office to the front door, opened the parasol, and walked him
to his ship. He remotely activated the air-conditioning, cranked it
to full, and girded his loins for the sizzling trip up to his
seat.

“Lex,” Preethy said, placing a hand on his
shoulder. “I admire your willingness to honor your girlfriend’s
wishes, but your life is your own. There comes a time when you must
make the choice that is right for you. If she cannot accept that,
it may be time to find someone who can.” From a pocket she pulled
an old-fashioned business card. She leaned a bit closer and slipped
it into a pocket of his flight suit. “The offer stands if you
change your mind.”

Lex stumbled his way through a thank-you and
good-bye, then scurried into the baking-hot cockpit as though he
was an eight-year-old afraid to get cooties. The air-conditioner
fought to get the temperature down below boiling. He turned to
Preethy as she headed back toward the building. It was shameful,
but one of the things he most looked forward to upon any meeting
with Preethy was watching her leave. Whether it was intentional or
not, something about the way that woman moved set gender relations
back to the Stone Age.

He shook away the caveman thoughts in his
head and started up the takeoff sequence. On his lap, Squee had
situated herself directly in front of the air-conditioning vent.
“What did I say, Squee? Trouble. Nothing but trouble.”


Chapter 2

 Near an icy,
dim planet that had not attracted enough interest from the rest of
the galaxy to earn a name, Silo and Garotte were working
surveillance. Garotte was an old hand at it, specifically trained
for the sort of military missions that result in broken treaties
and war crime accusations if they failed, and collapsed governments
or economic chaos if they succeeded. Silo was somewhat newer to the
role. She was the most recent in a long line of military men and
women in the Winters family. Her training was in the area of heavy
weapons and demolition, but an overenthusiastic application of
those skills had led to a dishonorable discharge. Shortly afterward
she joined Garotte’s squad, and not long after that a mission went
wrong and she found herself in a Supermax prison for three years.
It had been a less than blessed life, which made her decent and
courteous attitude all the more impressive.

Theirs wasn’t the most fearsome ship one
might encounter. It had started life as the humble
Armistice, the spacefaring equivalent of a utility van:
middle of the road in terms of speed, seating for eight, and plenty
of cargo space. What made it impressive were the add-ons. A few
missile modules and some heavy-duty shields made it no slouch in a
fight, but the key improvement was a stolen cloaking device that
could render it nearly invisible. After its transformation, Garotte
had rechristened his ship the Declaration of War, and it had
served them well ever since. Currently it kept them hidden in low
orbit while they awaited the arrival of their targets.

Like freelancing, espionage was a profession
characterized by long periods of inactivity followed by frantic
action. Different people found different ways to spend the time.
Garotte was buzzing with activity, pulling up transcripts,
psychological profiles, and police reports for anyone even remotely
involved in the task at hand. Silo split her time between working
out, maintaining her weapons, and knitting. She’d started a pink
scarf when they’d arrived. When she reached the halfway point
without any evidence that anyone was nearby, she spoke up.

“Are we absolutely certain this is the right
place?”

“You heard the messages. They intended to do
a surface sweep of this planet in hopes of finding ‘a sample’ or
some such.”

“I still can’t imagine what they’d want with
a planet like this. There’s nothing here.”

“According to the last survey report, which
is better than sixty years old, it is a minimally life-sustaining
world. ‘Class 7 cold weather flora and fauna’ have been introduced
to prepare the environment for future terraforming.”

“What sort of flora and fauna are we talking
about?”

He swiped at the ship’s console. “Lichen,
assorted grasses, and wild yaks.” A sharp beeping noise burst
through the ship’s speakers, and the sensor indicators lit up. “Ah,
you see? Just a moment’s more patience would have been enough.”

“Is it them?” she asked.

Garotte looked over the readings. “Three
ships, running hot and sputtering like jalopies. Yes, my dear, I
would say these are our boys.”

“Neo-Luddites. Honestly, you’d think they’d
take the time to get their own ships running smoothly before they
set off on a mission.”

“They are a terrorist group dedicated to the
death and rebirth of technology as we know it. It shouldn’t come as
a surprise that they are more skillful in the death aspect than the
rebirth.”

“So be it,” she proclaimed, turning to the
wall of the ship, where an assortment of intimidating weapons were
secured. After selecting a grenade launcher with rounds the size of
soup cans, she clicked in a clip and chambered a round. “Let’s go
rescue some yaks then.”

Garotte maneuvered the cloaked ship into a
pursuit course, then programmed the autopilot to maintain distance
while he and Silo donned an additional layer of protection each.
The planet’s surface was well below freezing, and the oxygen levels
in the atmosphere were lower than ideal, so breathing masks were
called for. By the time the ships they were following were entering
the atmosphere, both Garotte and Silo had dressed in heavy parkas.
Garotte was armed with a small energy pistol and a ballistic sniper
rifle. Silo had her grenade launcher and what she called a
shot-pistol, which looked like a flare gun and fired shotgun
shells.

“Let’s listen to the chatter. Maybe we can
get an idea of what we’re dealing with,” Garotte said.

He activated their recently acquired secure
radio. They heard a short burst of digital distortion, then the
quick, efficient exchange of military communications.

“Activate Quantum Pattern Sensor. Start with
wide sweeps. … Weak signature present near equator. Coordinates
follow. … I want a squad on the surface. Full complement of
countermeasures. Deploy, wait for ships to reach safe distance, and
pinpoint with handheld QPS. Once located, identify acquisition
scenarios.”

“Either these are some seriously dangerous
yaks, or they are expecting to find something nasty down there,”
Silo observed.

“Worse, they are keeping the ships airborne.
I don’t like the idea of having to deal with air support,” Garotte
added.

“Should one of us stay behind? Maybe we can
use the Declaration to ground them.”

“I doubt it. The Neo-Luddites arm themselves
pretty well, and we aren’t equipped to take down three of them.
Once we fire, they’ll know we’re here. Things would get tricky
after that… I think we should get the authorities involved.”

“We aren’t exactly in a population center,
Garotte. Even if we do a top-priority distress call, I don’t
imagine we’ll have anyone here inside two hours, and I seriously
doubt they’ll be any better armed than we are.”

“Perhaps not, but they’ll be a distraction.
They show up, we fire, they fire, the Luddites fire. Chaos ensues.
I always fare better with a bit of chaos in the air.”

“So I’ve noticed. Okay, make the call. But
let’s try to strike fast and hard when the time comes. I don’t want
to lose any friendlies.”

“Agreed.” Garotte cleared his throat and
keyed the voice command system of the Declaration. “Voice
only secure channel to,” he glanced over a listing of nearby patrol
posts, “civilian monitoring post 77872. Command code Alpha Echo
Oscar.”

The computer executed a sequence of complex
subroutines, which were more than enough to put Garotte on a
variety of military watch lists. This was of little concern to him,
though. He was already on most of those lists, in some cases under
two or three names. The screens of the ship worked their way
through the process of forging the appropriate digital watermark,
simulating command priority, and all of the other little details
that would route his call to the appropriate headset and computer
screen.

“CMP local 72,” a woman’s voice announced
over the ship’s speakers. “How may I direct your call?”

“I need to speak with your highest-ranking
official immediately,” Garotte said. Rather than his dapper British
accent, he’d affected the voice and disposition of a harsh
Texan.

“I’m sorry, the patrol chief does not speak
to… wait. This is the priority 1 channel. How did you get access to
this channel?” the woman asked once the conversation had strayed
far enough from her usual interaction to break her out of
autopilot.

“Look at the transmission credentials, Miss.
I’m the reason you have this channel. Now put the PC
on.”

“Right away, sir!”

There was the clatter of a dropped headset,
then the hushed sounds of distant voices. After a few more muffled
sounds, another female voice answered, this one a few years older
and a few ranks more disciplined.

“PC LeGette speaking. Please state your
authorization.”

“Special Command Agent Busskirk, Teeker
Special Forces. Authorization attached.”

After enough time for the commanding officer
to review the falsified credentials associated with the
transmission, she continued, “What is the situation?”

“Do you have eyes on a pissant dirt-clod
called Myer-Delta?”

“Negative. We don’t have the resources to
actively monitor every system in our jurisdiction. The Myer system
has no high-priority colonies or industries, so we do a monthly
sweep.”

“Well, I do have eyes on it, and I
don’t like what they’re showin’ me. Looks like we’ve got three
assault ships inbound, heavily armed and with bad intentions. They
match the description of those favored by a known terrorist
group.”

“Can you provide us with visual
evidence?”

He plopped down at the controls and pivoted
the Declaration until all three approaching ships were
within view, then snapped a high resolution still and forwarded it
along.

“Those ships don’t look very formidable.”

“We’re talking about Neo-Luddites, Chief.
They’ve been known to cart along some pretty heavy weaponry when
they have a mind to cause some trouble. I don’t think you want to
take your chances on them getting their claws into the planet. If
they get a permanent base in the area, your life will get a hell of
a lot more interesting.”

“Acknowledged. I’ve got six ships nearby.
I’ll order a coordinated sweep. ETA seventy-two minutes.”

“Much obliged, Chief. We’ll have some
commandos on the ground. Should be able to give you a little
help.”

“Understood. End communication.”

When the connection was closed, Silo shook
her head. “You and your accents.”

“What fun is espionage without a little
theater? Now, down to business. We’ve got seventy minutes to learn
what we can before the fireworks begin.”

The three Neo-Luddite ships crackled and
sparked their way along in the high atmosphere. They stayed in
formation, sweeping toward the coordinates they had identified.
Despite the apparent malfunctions that plagued each ship, one could
not help but admire some aspects. First, they looked every bit the
way the general public imagined spaceships would look in the
future. They weren’t much larger than the Declaration, but
they were much sleeker. The sweeping curves of their hulls were
studded with flashing lights and seemingly superfluous tubes,
wiring, nodes, and other details. They were also loaded with truly
bleeding-edge technology. Their weapons hit harder, their shields
were more durable, and their sensors were more sensitive than
anything available to anyone else. That was a tremendous advantage…
when they were functional. Fortunately for Silo, Garotte, and the
rest of society, bleeding-edge technology had that name for a
reason. Each ship in the Neo-Luddite fleet operated on poorly
understood, first-draft machinery with no replacement parts and no
owner’s manual. They were trying to conquer society with equipment
that was never meant to leave the proving grounds. All things
considered, it was impressive that they’d had any success at
all.

A few minutes of slow cruising toward the
coordinates the Neo-Luddites had identified eventually brought them
to a stretch of land just on the bright side of the sunrise line.
Whereas most of the surface of the planet seemed to be made up of
gray stone and white ice, this stretch had a greenish tint to it,
implying the attempts to terraform had been at least partially
successful. Garotte put a bit of distance between the enemy ships
and himself as they plunged into the atmosphere. The cloaking
device was theoretically capable of keeping them hidden regardless
of the environment, but theory and practice didn’t always see eye
to eye. They had stolen it from the Neo-Luddites, after all.
Even after a bit of careful maintenance to boost its reliability,
it had the nasty habit of stuttering and giving off their position
at the worst possible times, particularly when in an
atmosphere.

The landscape that revealed itself as they
crept closer was hardly idyllic. It looked like the entire planet
was one continuous mountain range. Sheer cliffs and rocky slopes
spread out as far as the eye could see. What exactly made this
slice of frozen wasteland different from the other isolated
life-supporting parts wasn’t clear.

“Whatever it is they’re looking for, they’d
best get a move on,” Silo said, glancing at the time display on the
ship’s console. “There’re only twenty more minutes before our
distraction arrives.”

“And despite the fact they are speaking
exclusively on their secured line, they have been speaking in vague
terms. They’ve used so many variations on the term target,
I’m beginning to believe a thesaurus is involved. I fear we may
have managed to weed out the inept members of their group. We now
face the cream of the crop.”

“Well, that’s a good sign. We’ve got to be
near the end, then.”

“Ah-ha! What have we here?” Garotte said.

Emerging through the icy haze was a cliff
that had seen better days. Wind and the elements had smoothed away
some of the rough edges, but it was still clear the whole side of
the mountain had undergone some sort of bombardment. Huge
bowl-shaped bites had been gouged out of the cliff face. Five in
total, each bowl’s center had the glassy black sheen left behind by
high-heat explosions. The cliff stood over the largest stretch of
flat land that they’d encountered since their arrival. One ship
slowly descended, disturbing a small cluster of yaks with the draft
from its thrusters. A group of seven soldiers, each sporting the
bizarre armaments and obvious battle scars that were a hallmark of
the group, piled out with weapons drawn. Before the last of them
had even touched the ground, the ship was ascending again. The
squad had a posture of extreme caution.

“They look like they’re expecting something
nasty,” Silo said, rolling the barrel of her grenade launcher and
tightening the strap.

Garotte frowned. “They’re completely radio
silent.”

“Then set down at the edge of the field here.
I’ll get close and see what’s got them so edgy. You get back in the
air and keep an eye on their air support. I don’t want any
surprises.”

“Are you sure, my sweet? These fellows aren’t
known for their good judgment. Half of them are using guns that are
prone to catastrophic failure. Anything that could give them pause
is worthy of a bit of consideration.”

“Which is why I’d rather get to them before
they get to it, hon. Now make it snappy.”

“Your wish is my command, my dear.”

He brought the ship within a few meters of
the ground and reluctantly popped open the cargo door on the side
of the craft. Subfreezing air rushed inside, prompting Silo to bear
down and tighten her hood. Once the shock of the sudden cold had
passed, she took a step back, then leaped out of the ship. To an
outside viewer, her trip through the cloaking shield would have
appeared as though a bundled up and heavily armed woman had emerged
from a rippling disturbance in the air itself. She struck the
ground with a controlled roll and flattened herself against the
stubbly grass. With a practiced eye she surveyed her surroundings.
The ground was gray with hints of blue. Stout tufts of gray-green
grass poked up in clusters all around. She reached inside the
sleeve of her parka to a small touch pad. A few quick swipes
shifted the color of her parka and snow pants from pure white to
slate, and finally to green-gray. A bit more manipulation added a
mottled effect, and she was left with an outfit with custom
camouflage matched to her surroundings.

“Open com, Garotte,” she stated, briefly
holding her finger to the earbud communicator she wore. “How’s my
camo, hon?”

“Excellent. I can barely see you, and I know
where to look. How are surface conditions?”

“Just about Earth gravity, colder than a
gravedigger’s kneecaps, and stinks of manure even through the mask.
Next time, you take point.”

“You volunteered, I’ll remind you.”

“Just give me their location.”

“About two klicks, dead ahead. They are in a
search pattern, weapons drawn. Six with energy rifles of one type
or another. One looks to be holding a scanner and directing the
group’s movements. All three ships are retreating to low orbit.
Strange tactics, even for Neo-Luddites. They are protecting the
ships by forsaking the soldiers, and acting as though a massive
force could appear at any moment.”

“Understood. I’ll stay on my toes.”

She set off toward the squad. There was an
art to moving swiftly yet silently while carrying enough weaponry
to level a small building. Though stealth was not her specialty,
Silo was light enough on her feet to give herself a better than
average chance at escaping notice in most situations. Of course in
most situations she didn’t have to contend with small herds of
grazing animals scattered across the field of engagement. The
relative abundance of grass on this stretch of land must have
attracted creatures from kilometers around, because they became
more and more numerous as she approached the cliff. She crept by,
giving each gathering of yaks a wide berth. The beasts had been the
only creatures on the planet for generations and had no reason to
fear a human. Most just watched with vague disinterest as she
hustled past. One did not. It was directly ahead of her and simply
stared without blinking or moving as she approached. When she
circled around to the side to avoid it, it did not turn to watch
her, and when she caught a glimpse of the side of the beast she
understood why.

“Good lord…” she whispered.

For lack of a better word, the animal had
been disassembled. The hide along its left side had been cut and
peeled back, revealing bones and musculature. Pieces of the animal
were missing—a rib here, a strip of muscle there, and swatches of
skin all over—but the cuts around the missing pieces were clean and
precise. It looked like something from a high-level biology class.
The rest of the beast had been left to freeze in place.

“Open com, Garotte,” Silo whispered.

“Voice low, my dear. If they have sonic
sensors, you are in range of them,” he said.

“Are you sure there aren’t any other people
on this planet?”

“The Declaration’s sensors don’t show
anything but you, the Luddites, and the livestock. Why?”

“Because I’ve got a yak here that looks like
it had a run-in with a taxidermist with a short attention span.
Cauterized cuts, the works.”

“A curiosity for another time, Silo. They’ve
made a sharp shift to your left and are moving with purpose. They
may have found something.”

“Roger that,” she said, trying to put the
disturbing sight out of her mind and resuming her careful jog. “Any
indication of their destination?”

“There is a rift along the cliff face. It
runs about a third of the way up the cliff and forms a sort of
cave.”

“I see it.”

“If what they are looking for is hidden, and
I certainly do not see anything worth finding in the open, then it
is inside that cave.”

“I’ll buy that. I’ll move to intercept.”

“ETA is fifteen minutes. If a firefight
starts before then, things could get interesting.”

“Guns making things interesting,” she mused,
pulling her sidearm from the holster and ensuring it was ready to
fire. “Imagine that.”

She moved in a crouching run, trying to
minimize any visible motion. The grass offered little to no cover.
The enemy was only a dozen meters away, practically at the mouth of
the cavern. If they so much as turned in her direction they would
see her, and there was no hope of her beating them to the cave.
Thinking quickly, she snatched a stone from the ground. There was a
gathering of yaks to the right of the Luddites. She hefted the
stone. If she tossed it just on the near side of the yaks, she
could startle them and distract the soldiers.

Throwing with accuracy was one of the many
simple things that changed dramatically with the rise if
interplanetary travel. In the old days, when Earth was the only
place one was likely to do any throwing, throwing reasonably well
was like riding a bike—learned once and remembered forever. Once
planets with subtle gravitational differences became common
destinations, a game of catch became much more complicated. As was
the case with all soldiers with demolition training, Silo had been
taught to judge trajectories as part of her basic training. If
someone might be asked to throw a live grenade, it was helpful to
be confident they would be able to hit their target. It took a keen
ability to estimate weight and distance. She did a bit of mental
arithmetic, then gave the stone a low underhanded toss.

Basic training had been a long time ago.

Rather than falling short of the gathering of
yaks, the stone struck one hard on the flank. The cluster of beasts
went sailing right past startled and deep into panic, which was
just as contagious among yaks as it would have been among humans.
The air filled with maddened bellows, and the scattered herd
exploded into motion. The Neo-Luddite soldiers, not the most
mentally stable group to begin with, instantly plunged into
disorder and confusion. They screamed orders at one another and
began firing indiscriminately at the frantic animals.

After a half second of praying that Garotte
hadn’t been watching quite so intently at that particular moment,
Silo took advantage of the now extremely effective diversion
and hurried to the mouth of the cave. A small portion of her mind
suggested that there was probably something inside that was worthy
of the paranoia and caution the Neo-Luddites were displaying. The
rest of her mind fixated on the fact that regardless of what was
inside, if it were to fall into the hands of the Neo-Luddites it
would become exponentially more dangerous. She locked her eyes on
the cavern opening. Sliding once and rolling twice to avoid being
trampled, she was only a few strides away when the Neo-Luddites
noticed her.

“Stop right there!” cried a female voice
among the enemy soldiers.

The squad member took aim and fired, sending
a bright orange blob of energy lancing through the air. Her attack
was just barely off target, hissing past Silo and biting into the
cliff beside the cave opening. Silo slid inside and sprang back to
her feet to brace against the wall and ready her weapons. Before a
second enemy shot could be fired, the Neo-Luddite with the scanner
pushed her weapon down and barked an order at her.

“Cease fire,” he commanded. “The target is
inside that cave. If we cause a collapse, it will be difficult to
retrieve.” The scanner-carrying soldier, apparently the commanding
officer, addressed Silo: “I don’t know who you are, but you are in
extreme danger.”

“No fooling?” Silo replied, heavy grenade
launcher in one hand and sidearm in the other.

“You are not prepared to deal with the
mechanism or mechanisms in that cave.”

“I’ve got a full magazine of high explosives.
I think I’m pretty well prepared, hon,” she assured him. With a
flick of her thumb, she activated the flashlight attached to her
sidearm and shifted it to shine deep into the cavern.

At a glance, the cave appeared to be empty.
There were no crates, power cables, or other obvious signs of a
weapon cache or a mechanism. The gravelly floor had been disturbed
in a way that suggested footsteps, but they were far too irregular
to be human. Her eye caught some minor motion at the very edge of
the flashlight’s reach. Whatever it was, it was partially hidden
behind an outcropping of the cave wall, and from what she could see
of it, it was shaggy and black like the yaks.

“Don’t tell me I risked my life to keep them
from finding a yak that decided to get out of the wind,” she
muttered to herself.

“Conventional weapons will not be enough to
destroy that threat,” the soldier insisted.

The communicator gave a low tone in Silo’s
ear.

“What is your status?” Garotte asked, his
transmission somewhat distorted.

“I’m alive and having a nice little chat with
our friends while standing between them and whatever it is they
think they came to get. How about you?”

#

“Things have taken a turn, my dear,” Garotte
explained from within the Declaration. “The ground troops
have spread the alert. The air support has started doing active
sensor sweeps of the area. Considering the number of times we’ve
foiled them with this cloaking device in the past, it’s reasonable
to assume that—” He pulled hard at the controls, maneuvering the
ship out of the path of an unguided missile. “Yes, I would say
they’ve acquired some of those meson sensors that can detect the
cloak.”

“Well, you know the drill,” she advised over
the ship’s communicator. “Just keep moving. They can’t see you and
they can’t target you. They just know roughly where you are.”

The three ships began to spread and pivot,
each now turned in the same direction. They were kilometers apart,
but at their present distance he could keep them all in view.
Garotte turned on the reverse thrusters, easing backward. His heart
pounded in his ears. One of the shortcomings of the prototype
cloaking shield, aside from the fact that at least one type of
sensor could indeed detect its presence, was that it took the place
of a defensive shield. Because of the power necessary to run it,
and the interference it caused with standard shielding, either you
were invisible or you were protected, not both. The
Declaration had decent armor, but one solid hit from a
ship’s blaster would be enough to cause major damage, and a missile
hit would reduce his vessel to a cloud of smoking debris.

Garotte switched on the targeting computer
and got a missile lock on each of the ships. Unlike him, they had
their shields up already and would be able to shrug off one or two
direct hits. The instant he fired, they would know precisely where
he was. His eyes darted to the time indicator. Still ten minutes
before the authorities arrived.

“Well,” he said quietly, as though the enemy
ships might hear him otherwise, “it is an estimated time of
arrival. They could be early.”

The enemy ships continued slowly shifting.
Suddenly the stolen communicator activated.

“Break radio silence and transmit meson
strength readings. Prepare to triangulate source of cloaking
field,” one Neo-Luddite ship ordered.

“Oh, lovely. It seems we’ve found the
Neo-Luddite honors class.” He activated the communication channel
to Silo. “Silo, my dear, things are about to become
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