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      They were as close to the Suzuki collapsar as the captain of the “Lady of the Ergosphere” would dare to get. The gravity well wasn’t feeding, and the blank field it punched in reality resembled a vast becalmed, black ocean.

      Miles imagined it as a hungry demon in the dark, sitting there alone and omnipotent, emitting nothing, a terrible geometry to oblivion.

      It would be Moley’s final resting place.

      Tidal forces around the black hole were naturally unpredictable. No civilian-made ship-mind could guarantee one hundred percent efficacy in making evasive computations. The best practice was to simply stay far enough away that it didn’t matter.

      He knew civilian luxury lines didn’t gamble with their customers' lives, or their priceless ships. The hint of danger got people to sign on for the excitement of a flyby for black holes, nebulae, and star factories. But getting close was never an option from a safety standpoint.

      Miles touched the sand-grain-sized lynk embedded in his right earlobe.

      “Give me some alone time, I’m with Moley.”

      His lynk told him it was going to sleep in a soft, feminine voice.

      “Ok, if she tries to call, let her through, but just Sandri,” Miles said. His voice was a respectful whisper. “Nothing else for now.”

      “Roger that,” the lynk said.

      When he entered the luxury liner’s small three-row chapel, it smelled like frankincense and myrrh. He had to smile. Why was there a holy place like this on a ship devoted to profound levels of hedonistic sin? The incongruity would have normally amused him, but today, it simply mixed with the bitterness already within him.

      “Lynk, why does an adult adventure cruise liner have a chapel?”

      There was a static blip, and then no answer.

      “Ok, answer me, then go silent.”

      “Even the best sinners stop to pray from time to time. It’s a public service write-off, as best I can determine.”

      Miles recalled that the luxury lines' leaders had made a corporate commitment to helping military personnel with final arrangements. Incongruous in this setting as it was, it made him feel appreciated. Active-duty personnel on funeral or pleasure trips got a special discounted rate.

      No one was in the chapel, except Lieutenant Moley’s remains. And Moley, as much as he was in the room, was a seven-inch by one-inch thick rectangular plastisteel alloy bar. The shining block rested atop a small white linen-covered table, placed before the altar at the front of the room.

      He hated to do it, but Miles turned his lynk back on with an agitated flick.

      “Fuck, find her, and ask why she isn’t here.”

      Swearing in a holy place, he thought about it and cringed inwardly, too late. Typical bio-armor Marine behavior.

      The feminine voice of his lynk was modulated to try to calm him. “Sandri is in your shared suite.”

      “Don’t message her, just let her alone,” Miles said. He didn’t want her here. They’d gotten a suite to share to save the cash. Let her rot there.

      “No contact made, sir.”

      He hated to say it, but it mattered. “You know what, drop her a text line.”

      “Saying what, sir?”

      “You’re late to your husband’s funeral.”

      “I don’t recommend that.”

      “Why, I’m pissed. She can share my pain.”

      Miles had to admit he wasn’t upset, but he was cold. Moley had left him friendless by dying so suddenly.

      “Drop it, let her go.”

      She had to be hurting, and he didn’t need to be a dick about it to ease his own pain.

      “Go back to sleep.”

      At the front of the room, the lights dimmed, and a white robed, ornately hooded Chaplain walked out from the left side of the dais. Gold cloth patterns and heavy trim covered the thick robe and trimmed the hood’s rim ornately. Osiris, Thoth, Jesus, Isis, and the Buddha covered the robe with swirling religious motifs.

      Similar images served as the chapel’s iconography on the walls and small statues in the corners.

      The Chaplain smelled like spices and tobacco smoke, rich and heady. The pleasing scent filled the room. Miles knew the tobacco was part of a purification ritual.

      With his head bowed under his ornate hood, Miles couldn’t see the Chaplain’s face. The holy man was taller than he was, and bigger, broader. Being up on the dais made this even more pronounced.

      “Come forward, brother,” the Chaplain said. His voice carried a singing liturgical quality. It sounded soothing and also commanding.

      “I am not of the faithful, not anymore, Father,” Miles said.
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