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  Suave Rob's Amazing Ass-Saving Association


  An Excellent Epic of Gonzo Gambles and Turbidacious Triumphs!        


                  



  


  


  When your ass is on the line, they'll kick it off!


  They surfed a supernova. They beat the Poseidon Front. They raptured the rugrats and made the solar system safe for the most bodacious badassery. Now Suave Rob and Gigolo Jeff are bringing their epicness to your establishment.

That's right! Whether you've got problems with gropey groupies, sneaky stalkers, rapacious rivals, seriously shifty slavers, or a dangerously disastrous ducky  drip, this top-notch team will put its ass on the line instead of yours.

Remember, in a solar system this big, filled with tsunamis and troublemakers and tax collectors galore, trouble always comes knocking. When your door starts pounding with the drumming of doomy death, call Suave Rob's Amazing Ass-Saving Association.

They'll save your ass so you can live to sit another day!


  

  



  Dedication


    



  For Danny Schade

  The most bodacious dude I ever surfed a waveform with


      



  Suave Rob's
Amazing Ass-Saving Association


  A Tale of Double-X Derring-Do


  J. Daniel Sawyer


  Chapter 1


  The Big K Lays It Down


  


  


ONE EYED JACK’S IS THE dopest bar in the whole goddamn galaxy, and I
ain’t just sayin’ that. If you got someone you want to treat up
like special, that’s where you take ’em. The Mannix family’s
been running it since back in the dark times when Luna City was an
outpost of the dead old USA and they used to have Marines running
through the halls shooting people, cause they didn’t like the way
they dress up here.

Or,
you know, don’t.

But
the Mannixes, man. The fucking Mannixes. You can tell I’ve been
hanging around Luna City too much for my own good, cause I’m
starting to get all invested in the local culture. These dudes—chicks
included—are the family when it comes to power in the solar
system. And they’re one of like four the families in the old
LC, and on Luna in general, which kinda amounts to the same thing.

Sure,
there’s like more than a hundred little-city states on Luna, and
all of them under their own domes with their own governments and
everything, but when you talk about Luna, you’re talking about the
old LC. It’s the place to be. It’s where everyone from
everywhere else comes to be, you know? I mean, it’s like
Venice way back in the days of the gay church painters. Sure, there
was an Italy hanging out inland, but what was the point? Venice was
what it was all about.

Same
with the old LC. And you can’t hang around in the old LC without
running into the Mannixes, especially when you’re hanging out in
their bar. They’re not like the other old families. I mean, the
Singhs, where Singin’ B got her genes from? They’re hard core
old-style aristocrats but, you know, without the foofy wigs and
stuff. And the Hardisons—where we got Dun and Roan from on
long-term lease—they pretty much run Quebec back on Earth, but with
Dun and Roan here, they get to pretty much count as a local power
clan.

Holy
balls, man, when did I become such a groundhog? Talking
politics like it fuckin’ matters? I gotta get my ass on the move.
Out doing the stuff that makes me Suave Rob.

And
that’s what I’m talking about.

See,
we’d been using One Eyed Jack’s for a couple years now as, like,
our office in the inner Sol system. Me and Gigolo Jeff and Singin’
B were the vanguard, cause we were the adults in the room. Our job
was to pick what gigs we took, and that meant figuring out whose
asses to save.

We
were officially in the ass-saving business, now. Or, at least, you
know, trying to be. It’s not as easy as it looks. By the time you
hear about a disaster, it’s usually too late to get there. We
could’ve set up shop in a city on Earth, or maybe on Mars, but then
you run into the problem of dealing with the locals.

Locals
never want people around who are in the ass-saving business.
They call you a “vigilante” and then start piling on other words,
like “felony” and “reckless endangerment,” and then it gets
really expensive to, you know, actually do anything.

Besides,
nothing ever happens in the cities. Everybody’s safe. It’s
not like those old comic books where you can be hot shit by stopping
a mugging, cause there really aren’t any muggings. The worst that
happens there anymore is politics, and that’s mostly because they
got doors they can close so you can’t see who’s polishing whose
knobs, but that’s all legal if you’ve got enough money or power
or, you’re, you know, kind of a douche—and if there’s one thing
the human race is good at doing, it’s making people who are kind of
douchey. I figure it’s a side effect of our mission—like, as a
species—to breed people who got the stones to kick the universe
right in the balls until it gives up.

But it
didn’t leave a lot of room for our new business model.

After
we did that bitchin’ rapture of Dun and Roan Hardison from the
bogus undersea Poseidon Front base, Gigolo Jeff and me decided to
wind down Suave Rob’s Double-X Daredevils, Inc., which was the
shingle we worked under when we surfed that one supernova, and fire
up a new chapter in life: Suave Rob’s Amazing Ass-Saving
Association, Inc.

We
figured we’d done our bit for glory, and now it was time to share
the love with folks that needed their asses saved. That kinda thing
looks great on a resume.


But clients, man. Turns out finding clients is, like, the pits, and
you gotta have clients, even when, like us, you’re basically a
charity. We don’t charge people for the ass saving, we just, you
know, save their asses, so they can live to sit another day.

I
gotta remember that one. Might go gangbusters in that ad campaign
Singin’ B is working on.

Anyway,
in the Sol system at least, if you want to do some serious ass
saving, you gotta go to the shipping lanes and fight pirates, or head
out to the outer colonies where people are dangling their pink parts
out the window at old mother nature, and sometimes getting ’em bit
off.

And
since half our core team was under the age of being able to legally
tell mom and dad to go fuck themselves, and make it stick, we were
stuck in the inner system. Which meant we were doing a lot of drills
and training.

And
jobs. There were jobs. Well, jobs for the old company—hard to say
no to an eight-figure purse for a rocket race competition—and there
were some search-and-rescue jobs we lucked into, helping bail out
lost tourists on the lunar surface. Finding ’em with the IR cameras
on the satellites is one thing, but they can get stuck in some pretty
gnarly crevasses up there, and sometimes it takes some genuine style
to bust them out.

So
yeah, local stuff, small stuff, but never a chance to get the big
stuff in the pipeline, because we had other problems.

Like,
it took forever to get the new operation all worked out. Trying to
get out of the adrenaline biz when you’re the most famous stunt
team in the whole plonkin’ galaxy is not as easy as it
sounds. There’s always one more special skydiving event, one more
wing-flight invitational, or—and, granted, this was a fun one—one
more volcano surfing exhibition that some charity wants you to show
up for.

We had
new people to train, too—Singin’ B, for one, hadn’t never been
down a deep gravity well before, not for any real stretch, so we had
to get her toughened up so that she didn’t go all splatzo under
heavy accel.

Then
there were the kids.

We
never could shake Dun and Roan Hardison. Once I bailed ’em out from
being turned into fish food, their plonkin’ parents decided that I
was the safest dude in the galaxy to stick ’em next to. Turns out
the two of them had driven one babysitter after another off the deep
end, and the folks that had them all custom-made didn’t have the
time of day for them until they grew up and stopped being annoying.

Just
goes to show you that these two had a hell of a lot of natural
restraint. I mean, putting up with that kinda guff for fourteen
years? I killed my old man for less than that. Blew him right out an
airlock, and I’d do it again too, cause, really, the guy was a
complete tool.

So,
sure, it was a great thing to have the next generation going on and
all, but when you got kids tagging along after you, and two of ’em
are supposed to be heirs of one of the great galactic fortunes, you
gotta worry about things like publicity (you can’t get any) and
permission slips (you need them all the damn time). Which, let
me tell you, is right up there with non-alcoholic beer for being one
of the most bogus con jobs in the history of the human race.

So we
tried to keep a low profile with the Hardison twins hanging off our
belt, but, you know, it wasn’t exactly fun. Or easy.

But we
managed. At least, we did after that one problem up at Ring Alpha
when Dun wound up stranded naked and covered in honey and glitter in
a maintenance crawlspace next to the main reactor core. I didn’t
ask, cause I really didn’t want to know.

Someone else did, though, so he
told. He claimed it was because of a dare, and he’d learned
from old Gigolo Jeff and me that you never back down from a dare.
Well, the only reason he could even think about saying
something like that is because fourteen-year-olds don’t know the
difference between “check this cool shit out” and “what’s
this button do?”

And
don’t even get me started with what we had to go through
with Roan. Girls are a thousand times worse than boys, because girls
can get pregnant—and, I guess, they can do it by accident too,
especially when they were accidentally abducted for a human sacrifice
ritual at the bottom of the ocean the week they’re supposed to get
their routine sterilization work done. You know, that operation they
all get so they can’t actually get pregnant until they’re old
enough to do it on purpose?

Never
had that problem myself, but I traded in my girl-nads for boy-nads
before I got to the whole monthly bleeding part.

At
least Jel—that’s Jellan Shaw, whose mom runs the bitchin’est
wing-rental shop in the whole LC—was a stand-up guy. Didn’t cause
me any trouble, even though he was also fourteen and was sweet on
Roan, who wouldn’t give him the time of day. He’d been in the
adrenaline biz cause it was his family business, and he could run an
orn-suit like nobody’s business. I mean, that kid gave Jeff and me
a run for our money, and that’s sayin’ something. So he was up
for whatever we laid down, and I figured he was gonna be the dude to
take front post when Jeff and me decided to retire and open a winery
or something. Of course, with Jel, I didn’t have people looking
over my shoulder that could call the Kabrakan on my ass. 


So in
between doing the occasional search-and-rescue gig, and training up
Singin’ B and Jel and Dun and Roan, and keeping Jeff and my faces
circulating so that people didn’t forget about us before we could
launch the new biz up all proper and righteous, we stayed just busy
enough to not want to, like, gut ourselves with salad forks. Barely.

And,
in the downtime, we’d all meet up at One Eyed Jack’s place to
hang out and figure out what to do to keep from going bonkers.

Me? I
couldn’t get enough of the porter they brewed here. You never even
need to eat with that stuff between your teeth. Every glass is
like you’re drinking a goddamn bakery, you know what I mean?
Singin’ B, she liked her IPA, and the kids, well, they were getting
their palates up to snuff on the small beers, cause they weren’t
allowed to have the heavy shit yet. And Jel, well, that kid just
likes coffee. Likes it even more than slushies now.

And
right up till that morning, I figured we were gonna spend the next
four trips around the sun at One Eyed Jack’s until the twins aged
out and we could all make for the outer planets or the stargate and
save some serious ass.

Four
years of serious suckage, if I was figuring it right.

But
sometimes, even when being right about something sucks, being wrong
sucks harder. 


I
mean, there we are, all sittin’ at our table at One Eyed Jack’s
talkin’ through the emergency EVA drills we’d just done—which
Dun failed at hardcore cause he was getting all huffy about Roan
givin’ the eye to the instructor we hired out of the local
search-and-rescue squad—takin’ in the atmosphere, with those
gorgeous-ass thick oak beams on the ceiling, and the masonry under
the polished cherry-wood counter, and all the other ultra-expensive
gorgeousness that the Mannix family lays on that place in order to
make it look as amazing as its beer tastes. 


So
we’re just kinda soakin’ it in, and everyone’s chillin’ cause
Dun apologized for being a douche, and we’re just groovin’ on the
tunes and shootin’ the shit. You know, minding our own
business—seriously, none of us had even half a load on—just like
the rest of the crowd. Midday crowd, too. Place is about half-full,
everyone’s cool, right?

When
in come these three badasses that want to climb all up in our
lettuce.

And
man, let me tell you, there ain’t nothing worse than having a bunch
of surly strangers trying to own your salad. That’s the depths of
not-cool, right there.

Thunk.

Dude
one, who you know had to be the boss cause he was the short mean
looking guy standing up between two ogres (and
I can respect that and all, cause that’s usually me)
slammed his callus-crusty
little hand down on the
table, right in the middle of the six of us. Rude, right? Well, it
was worse than that. This guy had that
tattoo on his wrist.
You know the one I mean. Not the Yakuza one, but the one you really
don’t want to see on someone who’s just interrupted your dinner.
The big
K in the circle with the sword through it.

Now,
I’ve never been the kind of badass that packs a gun. Hard to be
Suave when you’re hiding a big blocky thing under your skirt, you
know? People expect me to dress a certain way, and you give the
public what they want, and I swear to god, there is nowhere
in this outfit to hide any kind
of weapon. But, you know,
right then I thought maybe
it was
time to rethink that policy.

“Suave
Rob Suarez?” The mean-lookin’ dude had one of those flat faces,
like he’d been smashed against a wall right after he was born. You
know how
some people look like they had spandex
stretched over their skull
because they weren’t born with the skin on yet, and whoever
stretched it didn’t use glue, so they just don’t have anything in
the way of cheekbones or anything?

I
played it cool and all diplomatic-like. I lifted the porter and
grunted into the glass, “Not for you, I’m not.”

“You
will be for her.”

Now,
I didn’t actually know who “her” was, but the old LC’s got a
nasty history of queen bees and crime families. I mean, I’ve heard
stories, you know,
cause I’m down in the mix,
listening to the fans when they make with the pillow talk. It’s all
part of the service, right? And let me tell you, the stories I’ve
heard, they ain’t what you’ve seen in those cute little history
vids you find bouncing around on the net.

So, I
wasn’t about to let myself get dragged out of my favorite bar just
to make “her” happy when I didn’t know who “her” was.

I
stood up. I put my beer down. I stepped up eye to eye with that mean
little cuss, cause I ain’t gonna lay down for some yahoo who can’t
tell who’s boss. And, no doubt in the world, I was the bossest
bastard in that two-man standoff, cause I’m Suave-bloody-Rob. I
surfed a supernova, and you don’t get
more boss than that.

“Listen,
I don’t wanna be, like, confrontational or anything, but when a
plonkin’...”

“ROB!”
Singin’ B was up
on her feet, which confused the two gorillas. ’Cause,
you know, not only could they not figure out who
to pay attention to, but that chick is about as tall as a
fractionating tower, and it’s all legs, which’ll
hijack your eyeballs even if you’re totally not into legs.
“Don’t move a muscle.”

Then
she goes and lays her badge down, because of course
she does. One problem with having a cop on the team, she has to go
and bust up a perfectly good bar brawl before it even gets started. I
mean, none of these kids have even seen a
bar brawl up close. What
kinda education are you giving ’em when you go and sabotage their
first ever chance for valuable life experience, you know?

I
guessed I was gonna have to have a talk with her about mentoring,
since she obviously didn’t know a poke in the whiskers from a poke
to the jaw. One more thing on my damn to-do list.

“Luna
City Department of Public Safety. You gentlemen can either state your
business, or you can leave. If you attempt any further coercion,
we’ll have to take a walk down to Petra.”

The
weasel squinted. I mean, for like
three seconds, I almost believed he had a brain in his head (mostly
’cause
I could smell the smoke when
he tried to make it work).

“Okay,”
he finally said, “I guess we’ll need you, too.”

Since
the weasel and his boys didn’t pull up chairs and sit down all
charitable-like, Jeff put his beer down and stood up. “Define we,
buddy boy.”

The
weasel looks at each of his two buddies, then perks his brows at us.

“There’s
only two reasons the Big
K wants people to come with them,” I
said, “and we’re not
exactly down with either one.” The Big
K—that’s the Kabrakan for those of you that don’t keep up with
the news out here in the wild sky—they’re
like a galactic laxative. When
shit gets all gummed up because somebody’s being an asshole, they
help out with the whole elimination end of things. If they wanted to
talk to me, they’d either decided that the universe was better off
without me, or they wanted my help getting rid of someone else.

Weasel-dude
cracked a smile. “This isn’t Kabrakan business.”

“I
see,” said Singin’ B. “Hence the tattoo.”

“Sorry
’bout that. Force of habit.”

“Gentlemen,
Officer Singh, if I may interrupt?” Jel didn’t stand up. Kid just
played like the coolest damn customer you ever did see. “I believe
we are at a business meeting. If the Kabrakan wish to hire us for a
job, perhaps we should hear their pitch.”

“We
don’t want to hire you. You’re just gonna come with us to see
her, one way or the
other.”

“You
hear that, guys?” I said, loud enough so that the other patrons of
the bar would have a chance to duck.
I’ve been working on the whole sensitivity thing, ’cause
it’s what people expect out of someone in my new line of work, and
you gotta keep the crowds happy or they don’t keep showing up for
your gigs, you know? “The Kabrakan are gettin’
into the people-snatching
business.”

Weasel
dude got right up in my face. He said: “Say that again, tiny.”
Which was kind of rich coming from him, since he was barely taller
than me and, as far as I could tell, he didn’t have my handicap in
the height department, having
a real genuine Y chromosome and all.
He
was just a runt.

“I
said, you tell me who ’her’ is, or you’ll find out the hard way
what everybody else in here can tell just by lookin’ at your pasty
mug.”

“What’s
that?” The weasel had
breath that, I swear to god, he stole straight off the corpse of
seasick alligator. I guess he was hoping I’d be so overwhelmed by
how he could charm a necrophiliac
that I wouldn’t notice Ogre Number
Two
sliding in behind me to grab me so I wouldn’t try anything.

I
smiled and said: “You don’t got the balls to take down this
dickless wonder.” And then I kneed him right in the nuts, you know,
just to make the point.

Ogre
Number Two grabbed me in a full nelson, so I stepped back and dropped
to one knee. In that gorgeous Lunar gravity, he sailed over in a flip
and his gigantic ass bashed right into the weasel’s eye-rolling
head. It was a beautiful thing.

Course,
I didn’t exactly have
the leverage to completely slip loose, so I wound up going
ass-over-teakettle too. But
it’s the thought that counts, right? Anyway, the pile of dudes hit
just hard enough that I could slip out of the nelson and make a grab
for the decorative rafters in the ceiling. It’s a good place to
hang out when you want to, like,
make it clear to everyone that you’re above the fray.

Good
timing, too, because the beer bottles started flying about that
point. Bottles have mass and momentum and they don’t depend on the
leverage you get from a good solid high-G field, so they’re a good
weapon in a low-G brawl.

That
didn’t stop Ogre Number One from making a grab for me and trying to
haul me down off the ceiling before I could get re-positioned for a
good old-fashioned jump back into the action.

“That’s
enough! Everybody stop
or I’m hauling you all in!” Singin’ B was up on the table,
standing like she was made of
glory. She was learning
how to project that badass
’tude, you know? And it looked totally righteous on her. She
had a cluster of zap patches in her hands. All she needed was for one
of them to grab her, then they were all hers.

Why
she wasn’t waving her gun around I’ll never guess. If I carried
one, and I wanted to break up a bar fight, that’s the first thing
I’d do. But, you know, cops have this way of doing things that only
makes sense to other cops, and who am I to judge? You
might as well ask why Catholics like crackers so much.

Well,
one thing about the Big
K is they really don’t
like official attention. Or,
you know, any
attention. Ogre
Number One let go of me and backed off a little, his hands up in the
air where he couldn’t grab for his belt where he kept his
toothpick.

Oh,
yeah, the toothpick, right. Some of you don’t know about the
Kabrakan. The Big K are all sword-fighters, and they carry around
these gonzo extendo-blades, which they use to scare the locals when
they think the locals need scaring.

Weasel-dude
and Ogre Number Two were still sorting out who got to be on top, so
they just kept doing their thing.

The
other folks
in the bar? Well, they seemed kinda bummed at being robbed of the
floor show, but they put their bottles back down and went back to the
drinking.

“Now,
if you three want to stay out of the clink
tonight, why don’t you start over? Pretend you came to us for help,
and let’s see if we can come to an arrangement.” Singin’
B, professional party pooper. You know how they pick
random victims for jury duty
back in some places on Earth?
Well, up here they got that for just about everything. Something
about “power dilution,” to
keep public officials from
turning into twits. It didn’t work. You still get people in the cop
lottery who are professional yawnfests. Ain’t
no coincidence that old Singin’ B keeps herself on the cop draft
rotation rolls even after she’s served her term of duty for the
decade. But,
if you gotta have cops in the first place, well, I’m just sayin’.

Those
Kabrakan, though, man, they really
do not like public attention. They don’t like it so much that they
actually sat down at the table,
which left everyone playing
“watch the birdie” with me as the birdie. And I didn’t even
have my orn-suit
on, so it was kinda awkward.

Well,
anyone who knows anything’ll tell you that Suave is the only way to
defeat awkward, and they don’t call me Suave Rob for nothing. So I
swung round that rafter and did myself a little bit of a flip, then
landed square in the middle of the table, hopped again, did another
full air
turn—backwards this
time—and came down sitting
right in my seat with my
right hand
on my
pint glass.

I
don’t want to be immodest, but it got their attention.

“So,”
I said, dragging my sleeve across my mouth so I didn’t wind up with
a foam mustache,
“Who is she and what
does she want with old
Suave Rob?”

Weasel-dude
looked around like he was afraid someone was looking—and, granted,
after the floor show, I kinda expected that every eye and ear in the
place would be focused on our table. I mean, could you blame them?
With Suave Rob and Gigolo Jeff and the Hardison Twins and
three Kabrakan all sitting there
together? I figured we were gonna be top shit on the bloody George
Swami’s Radio Free Jupiter Hour tonight.

“Look,”
he said in this kinda hoarse whisper. “I can’t talk about it
right here, but...”

“Then
blow, man. Unless you want me to poke you in the kisser this time.”

“Rob,
come on, dude,”
Jel said. Then he looked at the three guys, any one of which could
snap him in half without thinking about it. “Gentlemen, the six of
us, we run a business. We help people out. That’s our job. Now, if
we can help you out, we will. And we’re happy to respect your
confidentiality. But I hope you’ll understand that your initial
approach did not imbue us with the kind of confidence that might
encourage us to put ourselves into your tender care. Now, if you’ll
state your business—even write it down if you like, so that you
won’t be overheard—then we can consider the matter and see if we
can arrive at an accommodation.”

Jel
lowered his voice and leaned to his left, so that he was more-or-less
joining their little group. “We understand the urgency that must be
driving you, and I, at least, understand the oath that Xian extracts
from each and every one of you. We appreciate, very much, the work
you do on the frontier. But we also understand that your code places
you under certain strictures that might not be...conducive...to our
general health. Now,” he reached into his belt and produced a card,
“If you gentlemen would send your concern to this address, then
repair to the bar for ten minutes, my colleagues
and I will decide how to handle the matter. I’m sure you understand
the importance we place on being unified in these decisions—it
guarantees that we can better serve your needs, should we decide to
accept you as clients.”

Well,
fuck me blue and all, but they went. Can you believe it? All
three Kabrakan, just up and
skedaddled
to that bar like it was the most natural thing in the world. Not even
a grumble.

It
didn’t stop them from giving us the stink eye from over there, but
whatever.

I
looked at Jel and, I mean, I know it’s kinda lame, but I think I
was having trouble closing my mouth. At
least, that’s the only reason I could think of for
why I was tasting the bar’s
air like that.

“Damn,
Jel,” Roan didn’t have any trouble talking, though. She was
looking at him with something like respect for the first time I can
remember. I mean, she was grateful that time he saved her ass when
her wing broke. And she was all kinds of gracious and helpful that
time he had one too many slushies and got sick in the middle of that
massage party in the grand cuddle tent at the Bazaar,
but up till that second right there, I figured she respected him the
same way she might respect a good, solid servant, or a little brother
who was occasionally not an idiot. But this was a whole different
thing. This was like eye-sparkling respect. “Where
did you learn to do that?”

At
least she was asking what I was wondering.

Jel
shrugged. “Customer service is something you learn running the
booth.”

“But
that was masterful,” and she said it without that breathy thing
that groupies do when they say things like that.

He
shook his head. “No. Formal. The Kabrakan are one of the
quintessential Loonie cults—they’re informal about everything
except One Thing, and if you treat that One Thing with respect, you
get their attention. It’s not hard, really. It’s the same with
the folks from New Zion, or the Mortonites, or any of ’em. All you
have to do is pay attention.” And then he power-slammed the rest of
his coffee, just to make the point.

Or,
you know, to cover up the fact that he was sweating bullets from just
having talked down three Kabrakan.

“Jel,
my boy,” Jeff patted him on the back, “That was freakin’
awesome.”

Jel
shrugged. Not exactly comfortable. But he looked at me anyway, so I
raised my glass and nodded at him. “Kick ass.”

Then
he jumped. Pulled out his buzzing
PPD. Looked it over. Then
said “Aw, s’crats, this
is so not cool.”

Dude
didn’t look happy, so I did what you do. “What’s twisting
your titties, little buddy?”

He
passed me the device. There was a name on it.

Peregrine Mannix.

“Well
ain’t that a kick in the teeth,” I said. “What the hell you
think she wants us for?”

I
passed it around, nobody else had any idea. But Jel was starting to
look like somebody’d gone and flown his favorite orn-suit up the
back end of an elephant.

So, I
asked. “What is it, man?”

He
just buried his head in his hands.

“What?”
I said. “Dude, come on.”

“She’s
supposed to be in New York. Fuck. What is she doing up here?”

“Like,
bro,” Jeff said, “Why should you care?”

“Cause
she’s my plonkin’ grandmother.”

So,
you know, we kinda had to take the meeting.


  



  Chapter 2


  Pirates Don't Talk Like That


  


  



  WE
DECIDED, FOR THE SAKE of the image and all, that we were gonna play
it smooth. I still had to tell everyone to keep their cool and be
suave—only Jeff has been at this long enough to really understand
what bad PR can do to a gig. I just hoped we could get the other
squad members up to speed without them having to learn the hard way,
like Jeff and me did back on the Olive Grove job.

Take
it from me so you don’t have to learn the hard way, never
do hallucinogens right before a fire stunt, especially when there’s
official state delegates in the crowd. And especially when you got a
getaway scheduled with three of your favorite groupies right after.
Trust me on this one.

Took
us five years to work up to that level again. Exhibition gigs are the
pits if you piss off the wrong fans, and that’s all I’m
going say about that. If you’ve been living under a plonkin’ rock
and haven’t seen the vids, well, the Omnivore knows all, dude.
That’s what the bloody Internet is for. Now leave me alone, okay?

It
wouldn’t do to have us showing up on the news as having been
rousted by the Big K. Besides, as Dun pointed out, they weren’t
exactly all that hot about showing up on the nets themselves, so if
they left separate from us the best play the news would get out of it
is “Bar Brawl Between the Kabrakan and Suave Rob Foiled by Local
Cops,” which isn’t exactly swanky, but I could live with
it, considering that when someone can ground you for eight months
doing community service, you don’t look like a plonkin’ idiot for
not disturbing the peace right in front of ’em.

At
least that’s what I keep telling myself. This whole “team leader”
gig’s done a number on my noggin. Crampin’ my style something
fierce. Shit that wouldn’t’ve given me but two seconds
stop-n-think a couple years back now have me second guessing all over
the place. That can’t be good.

Gonna
have to work on that.

Anyway,
so yeah, we had Jel send them a note back to their PPD, telling them
to meet us outside in fifteen minutes, so we had time to finish our
beer and all. Then they came back with “meet us in the banquet room
in five minutes,” so we had to figure out how we were all six gonna
get through the same door—the one next to the stone hearth with the
big sign over it that said “Banquets,” cause they don’t really
go in for subtlety up here at One Eyed Jack’s— in the space of
five minutes without actually looking like we were all going
through the same door.

So I
figured that, since I was the one most likely to attract attention,
I’d go back through the kitchen and find the employee access.
Waiters gotta be able to take food to the hoity toity set, right?
Then Jeff’d follow along, since he’s the other one at the table
who’s had his kisser plastered from here to Proxima damn near
constant for the last few years (surfing a supernova with me and
Gurgle Tippler will do that to you).

Dun
figured he and Jel could make like they were a little drunk and
confused and looking for the bathroom. That just left Roan and
Singin’ B. They’d get drinks at the bar and walk them on back to
the banquet room like they were supposed to be going there.

So,
that’s what we did, peeling off in passes. The chicks went first.
Before the little dudes peeled off the crew, I pulled Jel aside into
a huddle.

“Your
plonkin’ grandmother?”

“Yeah.”
He said it like I’d caught him whacking off to pictures of a
cockatoo. “So what?”

“Dude.
Peregrine Mannix is your grandmother.”

“Yeah.
And?”

“Your
fuckin’ grandmother.”

“Okay,
okay, fine, great grandmother. But not all that great. Rob, dude,
come on, man, it’s not my fault...”

“How
in the ever-loving-goat-fuck do you get to be related to the scariest
woman on the whole bloody planetoid and I didn’t know about it? I
mean, didn’t you think I’d want to know that...shit, dude, what
if something happened to you? She’d come after me and...”

“Chill,
man, okay? It’s fine. She’s not like that.”

“How
the hell are you a Mannix?”

“Jackie
Shaw.”

“So?”

“You
know, like, from the revolution?”

“The
revo...wait, the Jackie Shaw? The one that discovered the
Mannix drive with those other Mannixes? Kestral and Drake and like?”

“That’s
the one.”

“Okay,
so what about her?”

“So,
she’s one of Peri’s parents. Drake and Kestral were her other
two. So she had two kids, eighty years apart, and the older one was a
Mannix and the younger one was a Shaw, and he married into my
grandma’s business.”

“The
wing-suit thing.”

“Yeah.”

You
know, between Singin’ B and the Hardison Twins and Jel here, I was
basically running around with my own little emergency ransom fund.
Now I ask you, cause you’re reading this all impartial-like, how
the hell did I get saddled with four plonkin’ black sheep
from families like that? And how the hell am I supposed to run an
ass-saving service when everyone on my bloody team has a pirate’s
target on their back, ’cept for me and Jeff?

I
swear, man. Sometimes it doesn’t pay to put on your cod dongle in
the morning, you know?

Suave Rob’s Amazing
Ass-Saving Association, staffed with the most bodacious two dudes in
the whole goddamn galaxy, and their bevy of bogus bankable bloody
blue-blood bastards. That’ll
make for some sweet advertising right there. No wonder the Big
K was hasslin’ me at the request of the plonkin’ Mannixes.

And,
speaking of Mannixes, let me tell you, this chick, Peregrine? She
wasn’t exactly in it for the style, if you know what I mean. It was
like she got off on being kinda
mummy-like. I remember how
old Gurgle was when we found him, all shriveled up like he’d
decided to go into a prune competition
and barely able to walk. Well, Peregrine Mannix was like that, with
makeup on. And she kinda seemed to get off on it.

Okay,
she didn’t look that
old, but she didn’t look exactly well-maintained either. It was the
kind of look you see on folks who figure they can afford to wait till
the last minute before getting their rejuvs done, because they, for
example, have more money than god because their parents invented the
Mannix star-drive.

The
Mannixly Matriarch was
sitting behind one of the obsidian
banquet tables, back to the
ginormous window.
One Eyed Jack’s is about three quarters up the
cliff on the rim of the
crater, and their airlock goes out to a private dock about
a hundred fifty meters above
the spaceport below. The view
from the banquet room was the kind of zillion coin
view that you can’t buy anymore—you could see the whole
Tranquility basin
from up here, right out to where
the surface dives
away from you on that little planetoid.

You
gotta hand it to her. Chick knew how to set a scene without quite
going in for the whole queen shtick. Great piece of theater. Didn’t
mean anything, but, you know, it was a nice view at least.

“Please,
sit down.” Her voice was
silky—not creaky like the
rest of her.

And,
whataya know, there were enough seats for all of us. So we sat, and
the Kabrakan served us drinks.

Let me
say that again so it sinks in:

The Kabrakan served us drinks.

“Jel,”
I mumbled to the kid, “You wanna take point?”

“Grandmam,
this is Suave Rob Suarez,” and he went on down the line. “Guys,
this is Peregrine Mannix, but you can call her Peri.”

“Peri?
Righteous name.” I gave her a genuine Suave Rob smile. “Since I’m
the one you came looking for, I gotta ask you. How the hell did you
wind up getting the Big K to play butler for you?”

She
smirked, just a little bit. Then
said a whole lotta nothing.

So I
shrugged and took a sip of the beer. Nice bright IPA. Not usually my
thing, but I wasn’t gonna be rude or anything, at least not until I
found out what she wanted.

She
waited till I opened my mouth to speak again, and what she said blew
my mind right out an airlock. “Mr. Suarez,
I need your help.”

“Me.
My help? Not that I’m ungrateful or anything, but I’m pretty sure
you don’t need my help, unless you’re looking to hire a stunt
team, in which case, I gotta tell you, we’re not really in that
business anymore. But we can be bought.”

“There
is a problem that these men,” she waved at the two gorillas and the
weasel, “have brought to my
attention. It seems beyond their capacity...”

The
weasel growled a little at this. Guess the Kabrakan are starting to
recruit from the Bronx Zoo. Running out of dependable psychopaths.
Well, shit like that happens when you hire only the worst.

“...and
I have been made aware through the family network that you have a new
going concern that might just be able to fill the skills gap.”

“So
what’s the problem?” Jeff said.

The
fossil looked at the weasel and said: “Mr. Fox.”

So,
crazy Mr. Fox tapped the table, and the deep stone blackness blinked
to life in the center. It was a tactical display, full of all sorts
of orbital mechanics written out in a language that’s totally not
my thing.

It’s
Jeff’s thing, though.

“So,
you’ve got a freighter inbound
to Europa.”

“Not
quite,” the weasel said. He tapped the table again. A new set of
squiggles laid down over the first set, and even I could tell that we
were looking at the supposed-to-be orbit, rather than the
actually-was orbit.

“Oh,
now that’s not right,” Jeff said. “You shouldn’t be getting
this kind of deviation unless...whoa.
Oh, whoa,
man. Okay, so how the hell are the Big
K not qualified to
handle this?”

“Hey,
G,” I said. “Give me the goods, man.”

“They
got pirates, dude. Soft-landers. Somebody tapped that thing, like,
back outside the orbit of Mars. Just
kissed it. Not even really stepped on it. And then nobody on board
has gone and, like,
corrected its trajectory, so it’s just
gonna miss its destination window.” Jeff studied the table again.
Good thing. All that
calculus
was making me woozy. Not
math—math you gotta do in order to not go all splatzo. Pay
attention in math class if you wanna stay alive. But calculus...well,
orbital mechanics is what they make
computers for,
you know? Jeff, though, he’s got the beans for that shit, which is
why he got those engineering degrees.
“There’s no way they coulda tapped the
ship that light and actually
taken anything off it.”

“That’s
what we thought too,” said Peri. “But then
we found out the mass has
changed.”

“Hold,
on, that’s not possible. How much?”

“At
least fifty
kilos. Lighter.”

“So
she lost her moons?”

Peri
nodded.

“Uh,
Jeff?” Singin’ B was lost now.

Jeff
waved her off. “Long range freighters sometimes spin a couple small
moons—little satellites
that orbit the ship. For higher res sensors, extra coverage to spot
damage. The angular helps direct the orbit, make it a little more
resistant to perturbation, like the way a bullet spins when you
launch
it.” He looked back at Peri. “I’m assuming you haven’t been
able to raise her?”

Peri
shook her head. “We can only assume that our pilot is...” she
swallowed. Chick had some serious dread working up around her vocal
cords. “...no longer aboard the ship.”

“I’m
assuming he’s not a runt like this weasel,” I nodded to the
weasel, “but more like those gorillas there?” The weasel might
have come in around sixty or
seventy kilos, depending on
how built he was under that throw-over. The gorillas were both north
of a ninety,
or I’m no good at calculating weight (and
if I was no good at calculating weight, I sure as hell wouldn’t’ve
made it this long in a physics intensive business. Just
sayin’).

Peri
nodded.

“That
means some runt jacked your ship while the pilot was in cryo, dumped
him out the lock, and went on their merry way...”

“...and
managed to do it while perfectly matching orbit to the point where
only the mass difference changed her
trajectory.” Jeff finished
my thought. We’re like an old married couple, ’cept without the
bullshit about who has to
change the bed sheets.
“That’s impossible.”

“Oh,
come on, bro,” I said,
“that’s not impossible.
Surfing a supernova, that’s
impossible.”

“And
that,” Peri said, “Is why we need you. You’re two men who do
the impossible.”

“Not
to be rude or anything, Peri
M., but this is a job for the
Big
K. You got some pretty bitchin’ moves here, but it’s still just
pirates, right? I mean, they stole your ship, and killed its captain,
and no matter how high value that cargo is, it ain’t exactly cheap
to go running all over the solar system after it. By the time we got
out to Jupiter, these
guys’ll be all poof, you
know? Maybe off to the outer
colonies on
a Mannix drive. The Big
K’s
got people out there, and it’s pretty much their fault in the first
place, so why bother us about it?”

I
took another drink. That
bitchin’ vista out behind the godmother was giving me vertigo
something fierce, and dry mouth too. Maybe I was coming down with
something. One thing about LC, they’re real big on making sure all
the cool diseases come through, so their folks’ll have all the best
immunities. And, you know, won’t wind
up being so fragile they can die from the flu and shit.

“This
is not a job for the Kabrakan,” she waved her hand. “Dependable
as they are.”

“They’ve
already got people out there.”

Weasel
guy said: “We’re not allowed.”

“Why
not?” I waved my hands up above my head. I didn’t realize I was
getting this pissed, but I was flailing around like a nut, so I
guessed I must just have had it with the whole being stuck in waiting
mode, and the notion of spending a couple years in the fridge on a
slow-boat just to chase some plonkin’ cargo ship out near Jupiter
that wasn’t even going to be there when we got there, well, that
kinda got me a little worked up. “This is piracy, dudes.
That and killing bitches like her,” I pointed at Peri, “when they
turn into assholes, that’s like your whole reason for existing,
right? So what’s the hang-up?”

Then
the old biddy started laughing. It wasn’t exactly the kind of laugh
you want to hear when your balls aren’t in an armored codpiece, if
you know what I mean. “The
missing pilot was Kabrakan.
We hire them for all our important cargo. The Mannix family has
trusted the Kabrakan for three hundred years.”
Right back to when the Big
K showed up on the scene. Makes you wonder, don’t it? “And if
they have turned on us...”

“We
are...conflicted out.” The weasel shot the fossil a dirty look, but
kept right on blathering. “We didn’t do this, but we need to be
able to prove this to Mannix Spaceways, or there’s hell to pay for
all our brothers. When you find out who did this, and what they did,
you can call Xian, and everything will be seen to in proper fashion.”

Then
he grinned a toothy grin, and I was kinda surprised that there wasn’t
blood dripping from his teeth. Something about it made me go a little
green around the gills.

Not
that the Big K actually scares me, you know, I just got my hide to
think about. Kinda got used to keeping it in one piece. I mean, if
Betelgeuse couldn’t toast it, I sure as hell don’t want a
Kabrakan sword carving it all up.

“Hey,
Rob?” Dun said. I looked at the little Hardison dude. Not so little
anymore, seeing as how he was taller than me, but you know what I
mean. Dude looked like I felt. Like he was about to hurl on the
table. “I’m really
not...um...”

“I
feel ya, buddy.”

“Don’t
be alarmed,” the fossil said, “You’ll receive the rest of your
instructions when you emerge on the other side in five days.”

“Hey,
what? Don’t you...” But whatever kinda happy pills she slipped us
were doing their job, and somewhere between the word “you” and
the rest of the sentence, I wound up falling over. Near as I could
tell, it took basically forever to hit the table.






THERE’S
SOME FREAKY-ASS things in
this galaxy, man, and I have seen them,
you know? Betelgeuse, the Omnivore, fuckin’ George Swami. In the
chronicles of the gnarly and the lame, I’ve danced past them all
and done the righteous thing. There’s a bit in one of those old
religious books about the path of the righteous man being all narrow
and shit, and it’s on to something. Being righteous is all about
dancing on the line
and daring the universe to take its best shot.

I just
never figured that shot would come while I was chilly.

’Cause,
dude, seriously, cryo does funky things to your brain. I mean, if I
actually bought that there was a higher plane and shit, I’d still
be shaking right now. I wound up hangin’ off the side of an ice
mountain on Io, with big
honkin’ boiling clouds and ammonia rain and freakin’ lightning
flashing all around me like I was in the middle of a Tesla Disco.

And
in the middle of all this, my old man’s just kinda
floating out beside me, jawin’
louder than the damn storm, just like he always did when he got half
a load on. Just
the lamest, most also-ran hateful guff you can even think of, cause
he never amounted to anything till I started jumping off buildings
for fun and the cops kept coming over and telling him not to let me
climb the outside of the office buildings downtown ’cause
it screwed up traffic. 


Anyway,
he’s yammering on about how
I was wasting my time
and wasn’t gonna amount to shit in this business, and
how I couldn’t climb a mountain if one suddenly grew in my pants,
cause, you know, the guy was
a dip shit. Not even enough
style to be a poseur. Not even a bit. Just a big plonkin’ hoser,
you know?

Trouble
was, I went and blew his ass out an airlock when I was fifteen, so he
shouldn’t’ve even been there. And
that gave me the creeps big time. Like, Omnivore-level creepage, and
that wasn’t the worst of it.

Cause,
you know, gravity wasn’t having its way with him. He
was just floating there like
something out of a plonkin’ cartoon.

And
that wasn’t even
the fucked-up part.

The
fucked-up part was that his skin was all spider-webby and frozen, his
eyeballs too, like he’d eaten vacuum the hard way and hadn’t even
got himself the gel suit like the real kinksters go in for. He looked
exactly like he shoulda looked fifteen minutes after I hit that void
button.

Shoulda stayed dead, daddy-o.
My voice had this spooky echo, like it was coming from some kinda
loudspeaker and not really from me at all. But I wasn’t gonna let
that stop me. No plonkin’ hoser of a ghost haunts old Suave Rob and
gets away with it.

So,
you know, I did what I had to do. I jumped off the cliff with a hunk
of ice in my fist and
stabbed him in the heart with it. He
was already supposed to be dead. I
was just helping him along, you know?

But
then he just vanished, and I didn’t
land on anything. I was just
falling forever. Like I was stuck in this hardcore
trip to nowheresville. I mean, I was Suave Rob,
the most righteous dude in
the galaxy,
and I couldn’t even remember the name, sayin’ nothing about what
it meant.
All I could remember was that I didn’t remember anything.

So
then I’m at the bottom of this creepy-cold canyon with
alligator-skin rocks, where everything felt like it was trying to
peel my skin off and every time I breathed, and I thought there were
a thousand ants wearing spiked shoes and crawling all up and down
inside my lungs. And that was when I saw him, man.

Him.
Gurgle-bloody-Tippler. The man who freakin’ defined
what it means to be a man. What it means to be a double-X dude. The
dude I did it all for, and who died before I could ever really tell
him, you know, how I felt and all. And
it was old Gurgle too, like he was that first morning I met him, not
young Gurgle from after we had him rebuilt so’s he could ride the
fire with us.
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