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            SALVAGE TROUBLE

          

          MISSION 1

        

      

    

    
      There was something unsettling about being inside a dead ship. Darkness filled corridors where emergency lighting should have glowed. Anything to be seen existed within the claustrophobic radius of the hand lamps. Bare steel corridors devoid of air snaked their way through the inert hulk. Mag-boots snapped against the floor at each step, the pull to break them free keeping the pace slow, but safe.

      It could have been worse. With a ship dead in the Ocean, sometimes they lost gravity as well, but whatever wizard set the ship’s internal gravity had done a better job of hardening it than the engineers who built the onboard systems had. The mag-boots were just a precaution for all the places where the passenger freighter had been blasted open to space; without them, Carl and his crew could still have walked against the floor—but also might get thrown out into the void if something structural gave way.

      “Got another one,” Chip’s voice came over the comm, popping and crackling with static. The voice filled the EV suit helmet and was starting to give Carl a headache. “Gimme a hand.”

      Carl backtracked and found Chip with one of the door panels pried open and a tangle of wires hooked to a handheld power supply. With the lock powered open, the two men were able to manhandle the door. Inside, a bunk and a footlocker were wedged into a ragged hole in the wall with the stars showing beyond.

      “Must’ve lost everything else when the hull failed,” said Carl. Fortunately his own voice merely echoed within the shell of his helmet.

      Chip stomped into the room—he couldn’t help stomping with mag-boots on—and gave the footlocker a tug. It fell from the hole and slammed to the floor. There was something Carl never could wrap his head around—the silence in vacuum. He felt the little tremor in the deck plates, but that was it. Chip struggled and dragged the footlocker to the door.

      “I’m gonna pop a gut moving this thing,” said Chip. “Can’t we just get Mort over here and kill the gravity?”

      “Can you even picture Mort in an EV suit?”

      “Naw, guess not. Wouldn’t want the cranky old bastard along anyway,” said Chip. “He’d manage to find some way to make this corpse a bigger hazard than it already is.”

      Tanny’s voice popped over the comm. “You know this is an open channel. Mort can hear you.”

      “Dammit,” said Carl. “He’s not in the cockpit with you? Get him the hell out of there before we have to—”

      “Relax,” Tanny said, her voice calm and measured. “I’m down in the galley making some lunch. I keyed the comm to ship-wide. Mort’s right here, eating a sandwich. Want to say anything to him?”

      “Um, sorry, Mort?” Chip said. “You’re not a cranky old bastard? Except that you are and you damn well know it.”

      “Can you all shut up?” Mriy interrupted. Her voice was scratchy even without the interference over the comm. “The sooner we finish, the sooner we eat.”

      “Beer’s on me,” Roddy’s high-pitched voice agreed. “I’m not seeing anything worth salvaging among the mechanicals. Ship was unarmed; engines are slag. Computers might have seen an EMP, might not have; I’ll let Chip figure that out back home. We’ve already cut them out and made a trip back with them.”

      “Hear that, Tanny?” Carl asked. “We’re hard at work over here while you’re chowing down bacon cubes. Grab something quick and get back to the cockpit. We’ve got an asteroid coming in a couple hours and I want someone watching for it. I got better things to do than become a decorative splotch on a space rock.”

      “Two hours, four minutes, thirty-one seconds. I’ve got a timer set. Twenty minutes out, you’re either back on board or I leave without you. And I’m having the chicken cubes. The bacon’s three months past expiration.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Carl replied. “And the bacon’s fine. Those dates are just rules and regs. Total bullshit.”

      “Yeah, the bacon’s fine,” Chip agreed.

      “I don’t see what you find so appealing in that dry, bloodless meat,” said Mriy.

      Carl waved his arms for quiet, even though Chip was the only one who could see him. “Wait, wait, wait. First, bacon is humanity’s crowning achievement in food. Second, you’re not leaving without us. Mort would never let you get away with it.”

      “Mort’s always liked me better than you,” Tanny replied. Carl could picture the smirk on her face without needing to see it.

      “Everyone likes you better than me,” said Carl. “That doesn’t mean he’s going to let you strand us here to get dusted. Besides, you can’t just take my ship.”

      “I’m still listed as your next of kin.”

      “Fuck.” Carl just mouthed the word, not wanting to admit over the comm that she was right. Sometimes avoiding paperwork caused the most inconvenient problems. “Fine, but give us until ten before the asteroid.”

      “Twenty.”

      “Fifteen?”

      “Twenty.”

      “OK, twenty. Give us a heads up at ten and five before then, so we’re not caught with our pants down.”

      “The hell are you doing over there?” Tanny asked.

      “Is there atmo in your section?” Roddy asked. “What are you and Chip—?”

      “Nothing!” Carl snapped. “Just, everyone get back to work. And thanks for the extra time over here, sweetie.”

      “You don’t get to call me that anymore!” A thump over the comm cut out halfway through as someone switched hers off with a fist.

      “School drama’s over, kiddies. Back to work.”

      “Yes, sir,” Mriy and Chip answered in discordant unison. Carl didn’t need to hear Roddy’s reply. He would just get back to work. Roddy was good like that.

      They went door to door, overriding locks where they could and going through with plasma torches where they could not. The salvage team kept in contact, giving a running account of the dregs left behind when the survivors abandoned ship. Standard issue footlockers with standard issue locks—some weighed more than others, but none was heavy enough to be stacked with gold or any other form of hard currency. It was like visiting relatives off-world for Christmas, except the presents were a uniform matte stainless steel. No one knew you well enough to get you what you really wanted, so what you ended up with was a crapshoot of ill-fitting clothes and knickknacks that would get tossed in a corner or sold off the first chance you got. Best case, there might be magic in one of those knickknacks, but there was no way to tell until Mort had a look. Odds ran against finding anything enchanted though, since the passengers had abandoned ship—most magic was worth the space in an escape pod.

      Carl was panting, fogging the bottom half of his helmet’s mask with each breath before the recirculator cleared the moisture. His back was aching from dragging plunder back to the Mobius. Thirty-two was too young to have an old man’s body, creaking and protesting after a few hours of manual labor.

      “That’s it,” Carl said over the comm. “No more holovids until I get back in fighting shape. How long have we got left?”

      Tanny’s voice squished and chomped. “Just over half an hour until the asteroid makes a sweating, scruffy paste out of you.” The sound of her chewing made Carl’s stomach grumble.

      Roddy’s comm opened. “I didn’t know you navy boys even had a fighting shape. ‘Fits in the seat, fit enough,’ right? Eee, eee, eee.” Carl gritted his teeth.

      “Captain!” Chip’s use of his honorary title caught his attention. It meant someone was taking things seriously. “There’s a pod jammed over here.”

      “Hey now! There’s a bit of a break. Bulky, but portable if we can get it out of the ship’s gravity. Nice work.”

      “There’s people in it!”

      “Of course there’s people in it. You don’t eject an empty—oh shit! We’ve gotta get them out of there quick.”

      “On it!” Chip replied.

      “Mriy, Roddy, get back to the Mobius. Ready a winch and tethers for full EV. Me and Chip’ll take care of things from inside.”

      “But Captain, we just spent five minutes cutting into the med bay—” Mriy whined.

      “Anything not in your hands or your packs now, leave it! We can make another run in if there’s time.” Carl knew there would be no time to spare.

      Carl flipped off the switch for his mag-boots and ran down the corridor, hand lamp creating a jiggling spotlight along his path. They had been on the ship for hours, and he had an idea where the hull was open to space and what sections were largely intact. He rounded a corner and found the wall of escape pod cradles, the safety doors all closed in a neat line, keeping the ship safe from the vacuum left when the pods were launched. Chip had already cut the hinges off one of the doors. He stood bent awkwardly over where it lay on the deck, the stance of a man whose mag-boots were stuck where he last set them and had neither the time nor inclination to move them. The bright flare of the plasma torch in his hand bit into the docking clamps that secured the pod to the ship.

      “What’ve we got in there?” Carl asked, hanging back far enough to keep out of Chip’s way. Two could work side by side with plasma cutters, but most times just got each other’s elbows to the ribs.

      “Locking clamp didn’t release. Probably software, but it’s quicker cutting than debugging it.”

      “Inside. I mean inside.”

      “Woman and a boy. Saw them waving from the window. Shit, if I’d have been looking the wrong way, we’d have left them here and never known it.”

      Carl peered through the entry hatch window. “Don’t see them in there.”

      “I think I got across that they needed to belt in. Who knows if the grav in there is any good? They might be on ship’s—”

      Chip’s next words were lost when a jet of compressed gas burst from a ruptured line. It looked like nothing more than an aerosol spray, scaled up to a size that would send an escape pod clear of a doomed vessel. As the pod snapped free of the half-cut docking clamp, Chip was bent over backward by the blast until his mag-boots came free of the deck. He slammed into the far wall of the corridor head first and slumped to the floor in a heap, the lit plasma torch burning into his leg with no reaction. The only sound had been a thump heard through Chip’s open comm.

      “Chip!”

      “What happened?” Tanny shouted into the comm.

      Carl rushed to Chip’s side, pulled the plasma torch from his hand, and shut it off. “Chip took a blast from a launch jet.” The EV suit had sealed around the skin where the torch had burned, keeping it from losing air pressure. It was a good sign. He looked to the life support panel on the chest of Chip’s suit, and the heart rate and respiration indicators were reading zero. Damaged in the blast? No, they would have been dark; they had a reading on Chip and the reading said he was meat. “No pulse, no breathing.”

      “I’ll double back to the med bay and—” Mriy growled into her comm. She always sounded angry when she was nervous.

      “No.” Captain felt around under the back of Chip’s helmet, below the base of the skull.

      “But captain—“

      “His neck. Nothing in the med bay’s gonna help him.”

      “Oh God, Carl,” said Tanny, her voice choking off in a sob before the comm closed.

      Carl’s own vision blurred as he looked down at Chip’s body. He blinked away the saline build-up, unable to wipe it away from behind his helm. “Get that pod on board the Mobius. I’ll get Chip out with me.”

      Whatever treasures the last pair footlocker might have held, Carl would never know. It was just an obstacle away as he carried Chip out, slung over his shoulder, back aching the whole way back to the Mobius.
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        * * *

      

      The cargo bay doors closed, sealing the crew inside the belly of the Mobius. The dull grey of the painted steel walls was bathed in a flashing red strobe of the warning lights. Until the air pressure returned, the klaxon blared in silence. The cargo hold had no windows, and now that they were closed in, there was no way to view the destruction of the derelict ship that had so recently been their workplace.

      “Nice to have real gravity again, eh, boss?” Roddy’s voice crackled through the comm, despite him being within arm’s reach. At just a bit over a meter tall, with prehensile feet and elongated arms, the laaku was a closer descendant of his chimp-like forbearers than Carl was of his hominid ancestors.

      Carl just grunted in reply. Gravity was always nicer on the Mobius. It was a perk of keeping a proper merlin aboard and not some puffed up star-drive repairman. Didn’t mean he needed to hear about it every time they came aboard. He always liked that there was no weather to talk about in space. It made spacers a bit more interesting than planetside folk—until some four-handed mechanic decided to start yammering about the gravity.

      Mriy cuffed Roddy upside the helmet, sending him stumbling—not that Roddy ever fell, with four limbs so close to the ground. She slouched against the wall, waiting out the pressurization cycle with her usual ill temper. It was her usual posture, leaving her eye to eye with her captain. Drawn up to full height, standing tall on her backward-bending legs and throwing her shoulders back, she could tower over any of the crew.

      “You’re at eighty percent,” Tanny called over the comm from the door. She caught Carl’s eye and gave a tight smile that was probably meant to be supportive, but just looked sickly. Tanny looked like a wreck. Against the pale contrast of her spacer’s skin, it was easy to make out the telltale redness in her eyes.

      Along with the air rushing back in to fill the cargo hold came the klaxon’s repetitive honking. It kept up its monotonous, headache-inducing chant until air pressure was back to standard. The red lights stopped spinning, and an eerie quiet was left in the hold.

      Mriy was the first to tear off her helmet. She shook loose her fur and smoothed it back with a gloved hand. She was azrin, and appeared to be a humanoid house cat with a shock of longer fur on the scalp reminiscent of a lion’s mane. She was white, with splashes of orange, an unusual coloration among her kind. Chip had looked it up on the omni once and told her that made her a harlequin orange—he got a claw scar for his troubles, and they never spoke of it again.

      Carl gave his helmet a weary twist and broke the seal, letting his ears pop and allowing the stale, familiar smell of hydraulic fluid and recycling purifiers in before taking it off completely. He sighed as he let go of the minty freshness that the scent infuser line added to his suit. Best thirty terra he ever spent. He no longer had to smell his own sweat and breath for hours on end every time he wore it.

      Roddy was the last to start removing his suit, helmet and gloves, but the first to finish, thanks to having quadridexterous hands and feet working in concert. Laaku, Roddy’s people, were closest species that humans had found to themselves, descended from chimp-like primates instead of the great apes. He ambled over toward where the escape pod sat with the window facing them. There had been no sign of the two occupants while the hold re-pressurized. “We should see about our passengers.”

      The door to the rest of the ship opened. Tanny came through with her head down, making straight for Carl. He braced himself, knowing it was coming, but she still squeezed the breath from his lungs when she wrapped her arms around him. Carl had a few centimeters on her, and a couple dozen kilos, but Tanny had arms like the marine she used to be. He held his helmet away and pulled her head against his shoulder with his free hand. She sobbed.

      “It’s my fault,” Carl whispered to her. “Never should have let the kid work on that pod. Roddy could’ve done it right, with no one hurt.”

      Tanny’s head twisted back and forth under his hand. “He was always ... too sure ... thought he knew it all.”

      The door burst open again and a gawky middle aged man strode in. His hair was black, except for a few insidious grey hairs that lurked here and there. His face wrinkled around a congenial grin and a pair of hazel eyes that focused like lasers wherever he aimed them—not that he was the sort who would have any luck with lasers. He wore battered old denim pants and a loose, hooded pullover, both stained with splotches of condiments and meaty juices, spit-scrubbed with a cloth and still deemed “more or less clean.”

      “What have we got?” Mort asked, slapping his hands together and rubbing them like he was trying to start a fire.

      Carl shot Mort a glare as Tanny continued to sob more quietly against him. Mort stopped in his tracks and ducked, grimacing as he nodded and met Carl’s eyes. “Oops. Sorry,” he mouthed. He cleared his throat. “Real shame. The Dyson boy wasn’t half bad, as techsters go. Still, when you wrangle daily with technological forces beyond your understanding, it’s a risk you have to accept. He’ll be missed.”

      A clunk and a hiss of released sealant gas echoed across the hold. Roddy had convinced the escape pod that it had finished escaping and could let its charges free. Carl patted Tanny on the back. “I’ve gotta go. Captainy stuff. Can’t let them go thinking Roddy’s in charge here, or they’ll climb right back in.”

      As Carl walked across the hold, Mort took over the task of comforting Tanny. “Oh, you should have stuck around to watch. Tumbling across the cosmos like Lucifer’s own bowling league. Smashed that little pile of gizmos and contraptions to confetti. Reminds you just how little tech can really do, once you pit it against the powers of creation.”

      Carl shook his head and checked to see who was stepping out of the pod. First out was the boy, older than he had guessed. Chip had called him a boy, but Carl might have credited him with ten or twelve years, more a lad than a boy by that age, for all the good semantics did. He was skinny, which meant he either ate little, ran around a lot, or was just that sort of skinny, wimpy kid that gets picked on wherever they pop up. Carl knew that type well. The lad had mop-cut blond hair, tousled and streaked with bits of a darker shade. His eyes were a mystery, since he kept them aimed firmly at his feet. The clothes on his back were all midnight blue, cut in the style of some sort of school uniform.

      Following him out was a young woman dressed in a black, shapeless robe that covered her from hair to ankles, leaving only the oval of her face and her hand uncovered. That face was alabaster white and straight from an artist’s sketch. Smooth. That was the word for it. High cheekbones, thin nose, and the rest pulled close and smoothed like clay. If it were not for the vivid blue of her eyes, she would not have looked much different on a monochrome display. The only decoration she wore was a pendant shaped like a lowercase T.

      “We’re no threat to you,” were the woman’s first words. She looked straight at Carl while she said them. “Please, don’t harm the boy.”

      “Dunno who said anything about harming,” Carl replied. “We just saved your asses from an asteroid. A few minutes more on that wreck, and you’d have been dusted.”

      “Far be it from me to question altruism, but I think the ship might have gotten out of the way fine on its own if you hadn’t blasted it full of holes.”

      Carl watched her face as she spoke, listened to inflections. He heard the words and they registered somewhere, but he did not expect to get much out of them. Her accent sounded Martian, one of the snootier cities at that, drawing out the end of the last word in every sentence. Carl would take a girl with an accent from any of the old Earth languages over a silver spoon Martian.

      “You got us wrong, lady,” said Carl. “We got your distress call, found a pirate picking over a fresh kill, drove him off. Wasn’t us shot your ride full of hot plasma.”

      “All plasma’s hot,” Roddy muttered out the side of his mouth from Carl’s elbow.

      “Anyway, we could have left you there to die, and we didn’t,” Carl said. “That’s gotta put in a good word for us. Lost us a man in the doing, too.” Carl hung his head.

      The fear in the woman’s face softened. “Peace to you and yours. May I be of aid in your time of grief?”

      Carl grimaced, realizing he should have recognized the pendant. “You a priestess?”

      “I’m Sister Theresa Richelieu, of the One Church.”

      Tanny had composed herself, and she and Mort came over to join the welcome party. “Thought the One Church wasn’t the Seeker type; uppity-ups not too big on travel,” said Mort. “If the past won’t come back, beat the future with a stick until it cries ‘uncle?’”

      “Some branches are like that,” Sister Theresa agreed.

      “How’s it a One Church if it has branches?” Tanny asked.

      Carl whistled, a quick burst with his fingers between his lips to draw everyone’s attention. “You can get into theology on your own time. We got us a few tasks left before we can kick up our feet. Let’s get the introductions out of the way.

      “This is Tanny, our pilot. Roddy’s our mechanic. Mriy ... well, what Mriy does around here’s not important right now. Mort’s our ship’s wizard. If you have any a-tech with you, I’d set it aside before getting too close to him. And I’m Carl, Carl Ramsey, Captain of the Mobius.” He pulled off the EV suit glove from his right hand and held it out. Sister Theresa looked down at it a moment as if trying to decide whether to take it. When she finally shook Carl’s hand, she had the grip of a child and skin as soft as peach skin.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, everyone had changed into their daily clothes, the cargo hold had been tidied, but far from inventoried, and they had reconvened in the hold.

      “Thank you for doing this,” Tanny whispered to Sister Theresa. They stood in a circle around Chip’s body, still in his EV suit. As a small grace, they had left his face obscured by the darkened glass of the helmet.

      Sister Theresa spoke at length about life and death, using ancient, dusty allegories and solemn assurances of the life beyond. Much of it was spoken in Latin, and Carl was tempted to pluck the earring from his ear so it would stay that way. The enchantment Mort had put on it turned everything into Earth Standard English—though it left Martian accents alone. Latin was one of those tongues that was clunky in translation, like Temerling or Straaka. It was meant to have a sound to it, like something you would recite to conjure demons, or to send them away. Instead, it sounded like a xeno trying to act tough in broken English.

      Carl found himself fixated on the clumsiness of the words and not the message. He was unprepared when it ended.

      “...Amen. Would any of you like to say a few words?”

      Tanny nodded and took a half step forward. She looked at the helmet as she spoke. “Chip, I’m sorry. I’m not sure how I’ll tell Aunt Sara and Uncle Bart, but I’ll let them know you died saving two people’s lives.” She stepped back into the circle.

      Everyone looked to everyone else. Sister Theresa caught Carl’s eye and raised an eyebrow at him. Carl swallowed, knowing he really ought to say something as well.

      “Charles Bartholomew Dyson, known as Chip because you thought it made you sound like you knew computers. Well, name or no name, you did. I was your captain. I was supposed to watch over you. Dammit, I should have made Roddy give you lessons in using a plasma torch.” That was not the tone he was looking for. He needed something more profound. “Um, we are all dust in the wind, just drops of water in an endless stream. There is nothing to fear but fear itself. Don’t fear the reaper. Um, Amen.”

      He glanced sidelong at the priestess, and Sister Theresa gave him a tight little smile and a nod.

      “And now, in the tradition dating back to the sailing ships of Earth, we commend this body to the deep,” said Carl. He leaned toward Tanny and muttered. “We on course?” She nodded.

      With that, Mort muttered beneath his breath and lifted a hand; Chip’s body rose from the floor. The old wizard led a short procession to the airlock and they shut the body inside. A moment later Chip was on course for the sun at the center of the Seles System.

      “Tanny, get us a new course before we follow him in. Mriy, take our guests to their temporary quarters.” Carl added under his breath: “We’ve got a free bunk.”
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        * * *

      

      Carl trudged up the steps, boots ringing on the steel mesh treads, heading for the common area. When he arrived, Mort was already there, slumped on the couch in front of a holovid—a detective story set in the early 2200s by the costumes. Carl grunted a greeting as he passed by on his way to the kitchen. Digging in the cupboards, he found a ham rod and a cheese rod, and fed them into the processor. After a quick check of the bread and mustard levels, he keyed in his order.

      “What’re you watching?” Carl asked as his lunch was being prepared. He shivered. The chill in the Mobius was always refreshing after sweating his ass off in the EV suit. With his sweat cooled, it was time to find something warmer than a thin kevlex shirt. A battered leather jacket hung on the wall, and Carl slung it on as he waited.

      “Some claptrap Tanny’s been nagging me to watch,” said Mort. “It’s all drivel. I had the murderer figured out from the first scene. Not like yelling it to them will get it solved any faster, either.”

      “I think they usually do that on purpose. You’re supposed to watch how they figure it out.”

      “Bah, load of ass-backward mind candy. All sweet, no savor. Be a lad and find me something worth watching.” Mort tossed Carl the remote. Carl slipped it into a jacket pocket without giving it more than a glance.

      “Sure thing.” The food processor dinged, and he grabbed the ham sandwich that came out, along with a beer from the fridge. “Just wanna talk to you about something first.”

      Mort patted Carl on the arm as the captain sat down beside him. “Good enough words. No one’s expecting a captain to be Marcus Antonius. Metaphor’s a clumsy tool in the hands of a—”

      “No, not that. Our guests.”

      Mort’s face twisted in a sneer. “I’d steer clear of that one. There’s a sniff of foul science on her. Those aren’t the looks she was born to have.”

      “Figured as much. Some sort of knife-work.”

      “More knife than fork to her, that’s for sure,” said Mort. “Odd for a pious girl to be so vain, wouldn’t you say? Ought to have spent more time on her Latin, less on keeping her looks. Dreadful pronunciation. Keeps a charm, too, just so you know.”

      “It’s a holy cross. Don’t see many of those outside Sol.”

      “Carl, I’m not a blithering idiot. I grew up in Boston, remember? I’ve seen a crucifix or two before. She’s got something else, hidden beneath those robes. Might just be more cosmetics. Got hit bad with an ugly-stick, decided to come after it from both ends, science and magic. Then again, maybe it’s a death charm, ready to end her life if she gets captured. I’ll know piss-all until I can get a closer look.”

      Carl nodded. “I’ll keep my guard up. What about the boy?”

      “What about him?”

      Carl held up an open beer and a sandwich as he shrugged. “You tell me.”

      “Boy’s a boy. Get back to me in ten years, and I might have an opinion of him. He’s just had a nasty scare on one starship, now he’s on another. Might be technology’s scarred him for life.” Mort turned aside and furrowed his brow. “Hmm, might be that we can make a wizard of him,” he murmured to himself.

      “I’d settle for him being a computer prodigy. But we’re not that kind of lucky.”

      Carl pulled out the remote and flipped through the ship’s library as he ate. They were out of range of the omni, and it wasn’t worth firing up an astral link to connect from the middle of nowhere. Most of the files were Chip’s or Tanny’s, but the rest of them had a few favorites logged as well. He found one that might keep Mort amused for a while.

      “Here you go. Zero-G cage fighting. You can thank Mriy.”
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        * * *

      

      Sandwich comfortably digesting in his stomach, Carl climbed down the steps to Chip’s old quarters, keeping hold of both handrails. At the bottom he reached for the door handle but caught himself. He knocked.

      “You may enter,” said Sister Theresa, muffled by hull-rated steel.

      Carl let himself in. The quarters were mostly how Chip had left them, with the soiled laundry moved from the bed to a neat pile on the floor. It was stacked with electronics and outfitted with more communications gear and computing power than the Mobius’s main systems. “Getting settled?”

      Sister Theresa gave him a wan smile. “We’ll manage. When the world stops spinning around me, I’ll help arrange Charles’s things. I’m sure his family will want them.”

      “Tanny is family. And no one called him Charles. Speaking of, what’s the boy called?”

      “His name is Adam.”

      “He yours?”

      For the first time, Sister Theresa showed some color on those pale cheeks. She flushed a pale pink. “Heavens, no! My vows forbid me from—“

      “Yeah, sorry. Skip it. You look a little young for one that age, though I’ve seen stranger things,” said Carl. To the boy, he said, “Hey, Adam, head on up those steps, go find yourself a bite. Just help yourself. I gotta have a talk with your friend here.”

      Adam nodded and slipped out the door. Before he got three steps, Carl called after him. “Hey Adam, you any good with computers?”

      The boy turned and looked down the steps. He seemed a normal young boy for the first time since he left the escape pod. “I’m the best. I can beat anyone at Neptune Squad, Death Arena, and Omnithrust Racer.”

      Carl nodded. “Great kid. Good for you.” He slammed the door shut.

      Sister Theresa looked at Carl with wide eyes and clutched her crucifix tight in her fist. She swallowed. “So, this is the price of passage?”

      “Whuh?” Carl furrowed his brow. “No! Hell no!” He waved his hands in front of him and backed himself against the closed door. “Nothing like that. Shit, and sorry about my language. No, we’ve just got a few things to discuss, seeing as you’re with us until our next stop.”

      “What sort of things? I promise you; we won’t leave these quarters.”

      Carl wiped a hand over his face. “What’d Mriy tell you? Never mind, just forget her. You aren’t prisoners. Just stay out of the engine room, the cockpit, and the cargo hold. Rest of the ship, feel free. Just mind that you don’t go into someone else’s quarters, they’re liable to get the wrong idea about you.”

      “Thank you,” Sister Theresa smiled. “So was that all?”

      “Hell, no. That wasn’t even the preamble. I want to know what you were doing with the boy. You had hours to come up with a story, maybe even had something cooking for days before that. I expect it to be a good one. After that, you’re going to tell me the truth.”

      “Captain Ramsey, it’s really very simple—“

      “Carl. Port authorities call me Captain Ramsey. And I’m damned sure this isn’t simple. Priestesses aren’t known for traveling much, and I should know because I’ll take just about any kind of passengers I can get. You lot swear off children, and you don’t make house calls to go picking up orphans. I’ll let you continue, but just bear in mind.”

      The priestess’s eyes searched the room for escape. The quarters aboard the Mobius doubled as the ship’s escape pods—palatial by pod standards, small for bedrooms. To one side was an arrangement of glassteel panels forming a window looking into the Black Ocean—the last frontier of mankind, infinitely vast. To the other side was a closed door with Carl leaning against it, blocking the only exit.

      “Let me make this easy on you,” said Carl when she didn’t respond. “Everyone here’s got secrets. That’s why they aren’t someplace better than this old bucket. I got ‘em, too. I keep ‘em safe. I keep ‘em all safe. Everyone’s. How can I do that? I gotta know what I’m protecting. I can’t be having shit rain down around me over stuff I can’t see coming. Too many lives are at stake. You level with me; I don’t judge. Play it straight up and the worst thing I’ll do is feed the both of you, loan you a bunk, and drop you off at the next stop. Understand me?”

      Sister Theresa nodded.

      “Then let’s start with something basic. You kidnap that boy?”

      The priestess looked away. “No.”

      “That’s strike one,” said Carl. He took a finger and aimed her chin back in his direction. “You slip up twice more, and you spend the rest of the trip in the escape pod we found you in, and that’s how we deliver you to the law. So you have a good reason taking the boy?”

      “Yes.” She nodded.

      Carl let out a sigh. “Good. You’re a shitty liar, so this is going to go easy if you just keep sticking to the truth. So you had a good reason...what was it?”

      Sister Theresa sat there a moment, chewing at the inside of her cheek.

      Carl came and sat down beside her on the bed. “I’m counting that as your second strike. Let me put this into terms you maybe understand a bit better. This here, this is my ship. It’s like my church, and you’re in it. It’s time for you to confess your sins, but instead of repenting them, we’re going to make them right; we’re going to find a way to live with them.

      “Or you can go right in the escape pod,” said Carl. “Your call, but confession is good for the soul. Start at the beginning: are you even really a priestess?”

      “Not officially, not anymore,” Sister Theresa said. “I’m sure they’ve defrocked me by now, and I was only probationary to begin with. Before that I taught fourth grade at the school on Bentus VIII, at a church school. Adam was one of my students.”

      “I’m with you so far. What made you run off with him?”

      “It’s a small planet, mostly corporate. There’s not a lot going on that Harmony Bay Corporation doesn’t own. It was a research facility for them. In my class, there were a dozen like him...Adam, Benjamin, Caleb, David, Elijah, Felix...”

      “They’re cloning?”

      Sister Theresa nodded. “Not just cloning, they’re trying to rewrite the boys’ minds, make them into customized people, data storage couriers, what have you. It’s not just one plan; it’s experimentation to see what they can do.”

      Carl ran a hand over his scalp, digging his fingers through hair that was five hours in an EV suit past needing a shower. “I get it now. You managed to rescue one of them.”

      “Not just one of them—Adam, the original. He’s the one they cloned from. They’re all in school together so they can judge the clones against him, see what they do better and worse. The scientists’ children attend as well, but more than half my class were Adam’s clones.”

      Carl nodded along, trying the pieces and seeing where they did not fit. “And how did you know what they were doing? Picking up on the clones, sure, I buy that. What about those plans for them? Doesn’t seem like the type of stuff they’d tell the local schoolteacher.”

      “Are you a God-fearing man, Captain Carl?”

      Carl leaned away, straightening from his seated position. That question caught him off guard, but fair was fair. He was asking a lot about her. “Me? Naw. If God was still the smiting type, I think I’d have gotten dusted years ago, back in my Navy days. He had plenty of chances after that, too. I’m a believer, don’t get me wrong, but I’ve got plenty of time to settle up with Him before I’m done. I’m sure picking up one of his young minions on a mission of mercy won’t look too shabby for me, either.”

      “Well, not every man of science is deaf to God’s word. Dr. James Augustus Cliffton was one of the top scientists for Harmony Bay. He was an old man, and worried about his standing in the eyes of the Lord. He wanted to make amends for what he helped create. He helped us: access codes, transport schedules, a little money. Without his help, I’d still be wondering what was going on with all the identical boys in my class.”

      “What’re you planning to do with him? Raise him as your own?”

      “I ... I hadn’t thought that far ahead. Just getting away seemed like such a ... such a ...”

      “Herculean task?” Carl suggested. She nodded.

      “I have to ask, now that I’ve told you,” said Sister Theresa. “That ship you said you drove off, could it have belonged to Harmony Bay?”

      Carl waved off her concern. “Naw. That heap wasn’t corporate. Bigger question, would they call in a kidnapping, or would they handle it themselves?”

      “I ... I couldn’t say.”

      “Well, either way, we can’t be having a defrocked priestess going around in a getup like that. Head down to the cargo hold and find yourself something inconspicuous in the luggage we salvaged. If you find your own stuff, great. If not, just pick something that fits. You got a name from before you joined the church?”

      “Esper. My parents named me Esper Theresa. And I thought you said I couldn’t go to the cargo bay.”

      “That was before I knew you.”
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        * * *

      

      Carl headed down before Esper got herself settled in enough to want a change of clothes. The interior of the Mobius looked like someone had set off an explosive charge in an open-air bazaar. Footlockers lay in poorly stacked heaps, while their contents were strewn across the floor in rough piles by type. One of the footlockers had been repurposed to collect currency found among the luggage. P-tech was jumbled into a rough pile while A-tech was laid out neatly to keep it from getting damaged. Sentimental items were clustered near the bay door, unsettling reminders that everything had once belonged to living people with families and friends of their own. Clothing had the largest share of the space—a two-meter high mountain of cloth made from every sort of plant, animal, and chemical known in ARGO space. Roddy and Mriy were hard at work cutting open the remaining footlockers.

      “First impressions?” Carl called out as he crossed the hold. He fished a pair of dark glasses from his jacket pocket to protect against the flare of the plasma torches.

      Roddy cut through a lock and flicked his torch off. “They seem harmless enough. Might be nice having a blessing on the ship.” He threw back his head and downed the rest of the beer in his hand, tossing the empty can into the pile with the personal items.

      “If we end up killing the woman,” Mriy said, “may I keep the little one as a pet? I can make up a bed for him in my quarters.”

      “I meant the loot,” Carl replied. “Anything worth keeping?”

      “Take your pick of the boutique,” Roddy said, jerking the thumb of one foot at the pile of garments. “Everything looks human in there. Nothing my size.”

      “Mort been down yet?”

      “He took one look and said to let him know when we were done,” said Roddy. “If you’re looking for him, he’s probably filling his burger-hole in the lounge, gaping at the holovid.”

      Mriy shut off her plasma torch. “Carl, come look!” Her pupils were wide behind her welding goggles, nearly circular, her fangs bared in a grin. Roddy beat Carl to Mriy’s side, curiosity lending speed to his low-slung body. “This symbol is like the Earth woman’s pendant.”

      Mriy pointed to a book lying atop a pile of folded clothes in the footlocker she had just cut open. Carl was tempted to protest that Esper was Martian, but he was more interested in seeing what her belongings contained. The book’s title was The Holy Bible, which went along well with the Sister Theresa story. Carl pushed past Mriy and rummaged through the rest. A children’s datapad, well scuffed from use. Several articles of women’s clothing, all drab and conservative, even the undergarments. A silver box with a few pieces of costume jewelry. Two school uniforms. A tiny case containing toiletries.

      “Airlock,” Carl said.

      “But wait, this is all her stuff, isn’t it?” Roddy asked.

      “She’s on the run with that boy of hers. She’s Esper, he’s Adam, and there was never a priestess on board. If anyone asks, the boy is her half brother; I’ll work out some details if he needs a better cover later.”

      Mriy pointed to the bible. “Bad business defiling a holy book. I want no part.”

      Carl pursed his lips and stared down at the book, lying atop the sloppily repacked belongings. The fake gold lettering stared up at him accusingly. The synthetic leather cover was worn from handling; someone had loved that book. He held it up and riffled through to see if anything fell out. The dingy grey paper held no secrets trapped between pages.

      It was temping to throw all the problems away at a go. Carl’s hand twitched toward the footlocker, to throw it back. “Here, take it back to your quarters if you don’t want the bad mojo.” He pressed the book into Mriy’s hands. “I sent Esper to shower before coming to pick out new clothes from the heap here. You’ve got ‘til she gets out to hide it. Roddy, I’ll give you a hand venting this thing to vacuum.”

      He pointed to each of them, his best captain’s glare in his eyes. “Not a word of this. She already mourned this junk once already. No point getting her hopes up, just to smash them. It’s gotta go.”

      “What do I do with this?” Mriy asked, turning the book over in her hands. “I barely read ape.”

      “Stow it or give it to Mort when Esper’s not around. Mort loves books.”
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        * * *

      

      The cockpit always had the best view, even when there was no view to be had. The Black Ocean went out to infinity, but the eye made you think that the stars were right there just out of arm’s reach. Between star systems there was nothing. Lots and lots of nothing. There was more nothing than all the something in the galaxy combined. And it was beautiful. Peaceful.

      The inside of the cockpit, however, was anything but. A faint rush from the air circulator never let it get completely silent. Indicator lights demanded attention, even when they had nothing important to show. The navigation display showed an icon representing the Mobius surrounded on all sides by void, even with the scale set to maximum; a line still spun around though, constantly updating the lack of anything to see. Jazz poured softly from the speakers. Tanny slouched in the pilot’s chair, her feet up on the console, a datapad in hand.

      Carl crept up under cover of a Miles Davis piece he could not put a name to. He peered over the pilot’s seat and read the datapad Tanny held. He took one more quiet step to the side and threw himself into the copilot’s chair, slumping with his legs over the arm. “A hundred men you should never date?” he asked, quoting the article title from the datapad. “How many times am I in there?”

      “You keep those hands of yours off the controls or I’ll break your wrists,” Tanny replied, eyes wide and brow low. Carl held up his hands in the classic bank robbery victim pose. “What do you want?”

      “I’m still sorry about Chip.”

      That took the edge off Tanny. She settled back into her seat and flicked the datapad off. “I’ll write something to his folks tomorrow. Not like they have any reason to be expecting anything.”

      “I can have Mriy come up and watch the void for you, if you’d rather take the night off.”

      “Someone’s gotta cover Chip’s shift,” said Tanny. “Might as well be me.”

      “I wanted to talk to you about the priestess we picked up.”

      “Oh yeah, the prom queen of Uncanny Valley.”

      “I’m trying to ignore that, but she does sort of have a weird look to her. Almost familiar.”

      “Did your sisters ever collect dolls?” Tanny asked.

      “Holy shit!” said Carl. He slapped a hand gently against his forehead. “Susie Sunshine. Yeah, Jamie collected those. She’s a dead ringer.”

      “Actually it was the Vicky Valentine doll I was thinking of. Same collection though. I used to collect those.”

      “So what, we’ve got a doll fanatic aboard?”

      Tanny’s expression soured. “Nah, those were a while back. I was on the young side to still be playing with those, and I bet I’ve got eight or ten years on that priestess.” Tanny had never been shy about her age—or anything much, really. Carl always liked that about her. “It’s probably her mother.”

      Carl’s nose wrinkled as his brow scrunched. “That’s sick. How many times you think she had to go under, to look like that?”

      Pieces. That was why Carl liked talking to people. No one figured out a whole puzzle on his own, at least not someone like Carl. Different people picked up on different things. It helped being able to tell who was full of shit and who was telling it straight, but talk to enough people and you can get to the bottom of almost anything.

      Tanny shrugged. “I’m no vanity surgeon. A dozen, twenty, a hundred? More than she could stomach is a good bet.”

      “Shitty childhood, runs off to join the church?” Carl asked. Tanny nodded. “Might explain why she took the boy.”

      “They’re not related, are they?”

      “Nope, just one lost soul rescuing another.”
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        * * *

      

      A torrent of water washed over Carl’s bare skin. It was tepid, just warm enough not to make him shiver. Still, it felt good to wash away the grime from helping Roddy in the cargo bay. He opened his mouth and gargled the water that filled it. There was a metallic aftertaste when he spat it into the shower drain—the reprocessor was just one more thing for Roddy to fix.

      From outside the shower, Carl heard the muffled sound of the ship-wide comm. He reached for the controls and shut off the shower flow. “Carl? CARL? Get your ass up here, pronto!” Tanny shouted over the speakers.

      Carl hustled through the ship with a towel around his waist, his hair dripping and his bare feet slapping against the steel deck plates.

      “Go find out what’s she blathering about,” Mort said from his seat on the couch in the common room. Mriy glanced up from the game of Death Arena she was playing against Adam, and the boy did not even flinch from the holovid screen.

      Esper poked her head up from the stairwell to Chip’s old quarters. “What’s going on?” Her cheeks were flushed, and she was short of breath.

      Carl did not stop to answer, but continued along the short corridor and up to the cockpit, one hand holding his towel closed.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked Tanny when he opened the cockpit door.

      “Look.” She pointed to the console.

      It was a text-only communique: UNIDENTIFIED VESSEL, POWER DOWN AND PREPARE TO BE BOARDED. ARGO AUTHORITY: (ENV) TALLY-HO.

      “What should I say?” she asked after a pause to let Carl process the message. She leaned away from him. “And stop dripping on me.”

      “Full stop. Transmit our coordinates,” Carl replied. “Not like we’ve got anything to hide. Rather let them rummage around than risk finding they’ve started outfitting customs ships with top-line engines.”
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