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          STACKS FISCHER • EN ROUTE TO THE MOON

        

      

    

    
      I’d always wanted eyes in the back of my head. They’d come in right handy in my line of work. The way the g-forces were pulling on us, I wouldn’t have to wait for Christmas.

      The Coyote cut through space like one of Minnie the Mouth’s Darkside customers on the lam from a jealous wife. Gregor Erkennen assured us the discomfort would be temporary as the ship got up to cruising speed, a small price to pay as his hypercharged Frater Drive, that miracle of modern magic, sped us to the Moon in half the time it should’ve taken. But I’d forgotten to check the fine print: he hadn’t promised anything about us making it alive or even remaining three dimensional.

      Four days to get there? Sure. And conveniently flattened for easy burial. No extra charge.

      I sure missed the close comforts of the Hearse.

      On my right sat my co-decedent—er, co-pilot—Bekah Franklin. Couldn’t see her facial expressions side-on through my vac-suit helmet and hers, but I didn’t need to. Her gloves gripped the chair hard, like maybe that’d help make us safer.

      “Mandatory backup caution,” Erkennen said when I’d asked about the need for the suits. I felt like an old-timey astronaut in mine. “You know, just in case.”

      “Just in case what?” I asked. But he’d just smiled and clapped me on the shoulder. Now I thought I knew. Just in case the ship ripped apart? Just in case the atmosphere vented?

      The real reason was less humorous and more fundamental, pun intended—there was no getting up and retiring to the onboard toilet to tend to the mechanics of nature. Hell, blinking was a challenge, even with the anti-stroke drugs we had bolstering our bloodstreams. But sure, it’d all be fine as soon as the Coyote got up to speed.

      Flying wasn’t Bekah Franklin’s thing. She seemed to be a fan of the sedate life one finds living on solid ground, even when that ground is an asteroid orbiting Titan. Come to think of it, so was I.

      “How are you doing over there?” I asked through comms. I kind of had to push the words out of my mouth. Even speech felt restrained by the g’s we were pulling.

      Before she could answer, the Coyote began to vibrate like we’d just hit turbulence. Only there isn’t air in space. So whatever turbulence there was came from the ship itself. Have I ever mentioned how much I absolutely despise new tech?

      “Fiii-ii-iiiine,” Bekah answered. I was unconvinced. For one thing, her grip on her seat arms disagreed. And I couldn’t tell if it was the ship’s shaking apart or her own clearly unfounded concerns that had put the tremolo into her voice. I thought she might be trying out for the opera soon.

      The Coyote’s course had been pre-programmed on Masada Station, which was good considering our lack of mobility. I’d advised a shadowing of the Frater Lanes connecting the outer system to the inner, which would give us the best of both worlds—routes pre-screened for safety but far enough out of the mainlanes so no one would see us. Even the satellite system that lined the route with overlapping lidar to keep ships from crashing into each other didn’t ping this far off the main routes. We should be damned near invisible. Then again, if anyone had seen us, I doubt they could catch us. So: upside.

      “Approaching optimal acceleration,” the Coyote said. Its emulator was robotic and eerie, like an old text-to-speech device. The lifeless tone didn’t help reassure me of the ship’s care for its passengers. Again, I missed the Hearse—she loved me, and the feeling was mutual. “Inertial dampeners engaging in five, four, three, two, one…”

      The force pulling my eyeballs against the back of my skull dropped a bit. I think I actually felt my brain expand forward again. The pressure on my spine decreased, and a part of me, specifically my bladder now that it was freely suspended in my innards, regretted slugging back the scotch and beer with Daisy Brace on the station before we’d left. Well, that’s what the vac-suit was for. In a minute or two, I’d pass on my regret and only be left with the good memory of our parting.
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        * * *

      

      Daisy had told me the story of Admiral Matthias Galatz finding her on Pallas when he’d landed, hoping to arrest a few space pirates. He’d mistaken her for one of those, she said, until she supplied him with some bona fides about Adriana Rabh. Only Rabh’s own right hand would know the secrets of the double-bar-R clan that Daisy knew, and so Galatz had transferred her to his ship, the SCS Sovereign—to sickbay instead of the brig.

      Staring into her mug of Masada’s finest hoppy brew, she said, “They called it stunner sickness. Heard of frayed nerves? This was the definition of that. More like fried nerves.”

      I let her sit with that for a minute. The somewhat misnamed “stunner” tech—most people don’t bother using the lower setting when it’s so much more fun to electrocute someone—catalyzes a person’s electromagnetic field and shocks them. Daisy had caught a glancing shot on Pallas, so I’d grabbed the intel we’d come for and left Daisy on the flight deck of the pirates’ cove to take her own life—her choice to avoid a doom worse than death for people like us. But when she’d tried to embrace Mother Universe, her own stunner had misfired. By the time we were reunited on Masada Station, Gregor Erkennen and his medical wizards had already had her working back from paraplegia with something called neurological reconstitution therapy—aided physically by an exosuit specially designed to rehabilitate wounded soldiers.

      I still didn’t quite believe I was sitting in a bar orbiting Titan with Daisy next to me, alive and semi-well. I don’t get sentimental. I don’t get attached. But Daisy Brace and her give-as-good-as-you-get smartassery had wormed their way into my affections, something I hadn’t even noticed consciously until I thought she was gone forever.

      I took my time with my own beer. No sense rushing that, and no need to speed the conversation along. Gregor Erkennen might be anxious to get me gone, but he couldn’t launch his Moon mission without me. And while saving Tony and the Company were top priority, I had other, more immediate concerns. One, anyway.

      “Adriana know you’re alive yet?” I asked.

      “Nope.” Daisy took another draw on her mug. The rehab suit helped her lift it to her lips. I wondered if the suit was permanent or if she was just renting. “Nobody knows what’s happened to her. Not even Galatz. All he knows is she ordered him here instead of Callisto.” The suit lowered the mug, and it clunked, empty. “Adriana is sometimes too smart for her own good by half.”

      I nodded, hearing what sounded like a daughter’s concern for a mother’s boldness. Adriana Rabh had lost her regency but placed the Company above that by sending Galatz to defend Masada Station. You had to admire the sand in that decision.

      “Barkeep,” I said, “two more.” I drained my stein so he only had to make one trip because I’m considerate like that. My thinking then: I had four days of sitting in a chair to sleep off the hangover. Little did I know…

      “I can’t feel a damned thing,” Daisy complained, as if reading my mind. She turned to look at me, and she was stiff in the suit. Like a crash victim whose neck decides it can only turn halfway. I hung on to her eyes for a little longer, or she hung on to mine. She broke the awkwardness when the barkeep replaced our empty mugs. She nodded her thanks, and he returned to his other customers. “Regent Erkennen’s healing nanobugs are making it harder to get drunk,” she observed.

      “You should’ve had him fast-track brain cell repair,” I said. “So, you could kill ’em proper.”

      Daisy smirked. “Now you tell me.”

      “Barkeep!” I said. He’d have to make a second trip after all. “Add two more scotches. Make hers a double.”

      The Draft King grunted acknowledgment.

      “Thanks,” Daisy said, friendly and meaning it. “So, you don’t look so good yourself. I heard you took out an entire SSR strike force singlehanded.”

      I watched the Draft King place four shot glasses on the bar.

      “That’s an overstatement,” I said, leering at Daisy in my peripheral. Her eyes were alive with humor and curiosity. “I used both hands.”

      She smiled.

      The Draft King poured the shots, sloppy so the scotch spilled over. That’s how you know it’s not the good stuff. No one cares if they waste it.

      “How long till you’re not walking like Frankenstein’s monster again?” I asked.

      Daisy had to turn her body to get a better angle on me. “You think I’m a monster?”

      I wasn’t falling for the diversion. “How long?”

      Daisy shrugged.

      The barkeep placed two shots in front of each of us. “Anything else?”

      “Sure, in five minutes,” I said, dismissing him. I wagged a finger across the two mugs and four shot glasses. “All that, again.”

      He raised his eyebrows like he wasn’t sure they’d let me back in the home if I came back staggering. I just stared at him until he remembered he had other customers.

      There was a whir and click I hadn’t noticed before. Daisy’s suit, picking up one of the shot glasses for her. She downed it. The gasp and grimace were all her own.

      Out of courtesy, I didn’t press my question. Instead, I shot my own scotch. Once we’d both downed the second round, she cleared her throat.

      “Erkennen says he doesn’t know for sure, but it shouldn’t be too much longer. We’re working on it.”

      That surprised me, in a good way. I’d been prepping my gut to hear the suit was permanent.

      “Well … that’s good,” I eloquized. Mr. Clever Conversation, that’s me.

      “But,” she said, and my gut perked up its ears, reluctantly, “he’s not sure I’ll ever have full functionality again.”

      I rolled that around in my head a minute, then decided, nope, I had no idea what that actually meant.

      “Define ‘full functionality.’”

      “You know,” she said taking a sip of the beer, “be on top.”

      The Draft King had wandered back to our end of the bar. He literally stopped toweling out the glass he’d been drying. His eyes found mine and read something like, Old man, your drinks are free here from now on.

      I caught his innuendo like a springtime cold.

      “She and I aren’t…” I started to say.

      “Uh-huh,” the Draft King winked.

      Daisy could barely repress a giggle.

      “You’ve got three more minutes,” I said to him. “Why don’t you spend that time finding the bottle you haven’t watered down?” He hardened his eyes but moved off again.

      I said to Daisy, “Enjoying yourself?”

      “Immensely!”

      “Good,” I said, meaning it. Having Daisy back—the real Daisy, with her smartass module powered up again—was worth a little public humiliation. “Another round?”

      She took another, longer draught from the mug. “At least.”
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        * * *

      

      “And that’s the last you heard?” Bekah Franklin asked.

      I’d been telling her my barstool story for something to do while the Coyote nominalized the thrust gravity after the engine shut down. My eyes had started edging back toward their old place in the front of my skull.

      “More or less,” I said. “We finished our drinks. Then some of Erkennen’s muscle came to remind me I had a mission. Which is what, by the way? What’s so important on the Moon?”

      Bekah went quiet. The Coyote shook a little as the perennial tension of inertia versus momentum was only slightly mollified by the prototype inertial dampeners in the prototype ship we occupied.

      “The key to stopping Cassandra,” she said.

      A question struck me, then. It was one of those staring-you-in-the-face moments.

      “Why all this high-tech mumbo-jumbo? Why can’t we just shoot her?”

      Bekah sighed. “That’s the backup plan, of course. But Gregor is convinced that if we don’t end the genomic programming, undo the tech that created Cassandra in the first place, we risk someone resurrecting her—or another like her—in the future. That’s why we’re headed to the Moon.”

      “And a lab no one’s been in for thirty years?” It was getting easier to talk. My sarcasm flew its flag freely.

      “How much do you know about Cassandra?” she said. “Her history, I mean.”

      “I know she’s—it’s—the hybrid human-AI daughter of Elise Kisaan—former Regent of Earth whose head adorns the end of a pike—and a merc Kisaan shacked up with. I know she’s alive because I missed my target when she—it—was still a baby called Cassie Kisaan.”

      That last bit I’m not proud of. In a way, taking the contract to kill an infant from Adriana Rabh when I was young and looking to make my bones ruled my life ever since. But history is immutable. All you can do is live forward.

      Bekah paused as she took in what I’d said, took a moment to digest it. Then she seemed to take it in stride with recent events, none of which made anyone involved smell like a white-hat-wearing hero from a storybook.

      “And what about the Cassandra before her? Cassandra-Prime.”

      I only half understood the question. Before Elise Kisaan got knocked up with the cyborg baby, when the Syndicate Corporation was still a glimmer in Tony Taulke’s eye, there’d been another Cassandra: a mainframe artificial intelligence that achieved pathological self-awareness. It had infected Elise Kisaan with DNA-level, mind-altering bugs that Kisaan passed along to her daughter when she got knocked up. I’d never heard the supersmart computer called Cassandra-Prime before, but it fit. I told Bekah all that.

      “The base keys underlying Cassandra-Prime’s programming,” Bekah said. “They’re in the abandoned lab.”

      “Okay,” I said, doing my best Sherlock Holmes impression with the puzzle pieces I had. I’m not a good impressionist, by the way. “So—what?”

      The thrust gravity had really let up. Bekah turned so she could see me through her vac-suit’s visor. I accommodated as best I could likewise.

      “Daniel’s Cassandra-killer code is brilliant, but it has to get past her defenses to be effective,” Bekah said. “Its entire mission is to penetrate Cassandra at the cellular level and break the enzyme bridge that made the human-AI hybridization possible. Gregor calls it Project Jericho.”

      “How biblical. I won’t ask how all that works, kid. You’ve already lost me.”

      “But you asked … I have to explain about that to⁠—”

      “The base keys?” I said hopefully.

      Her eyes grew serious. I imagined her when she’d be my age, lecturing to wide-eyed, geeky students trying to soak up her knowledge.

      “Imagine the most adaptive, resilient antibody defense system ever designed—designed—by natural law and machine learning, combined. That’s what we’re facing. Daniel figured out how to penetrate the cells. What he couldn’t figure out is how to outwit Cassandra’s defense system. Gregor is convinced the old code keys can help us do that.”

      It was hard to believe. Not Daniel Tripp’s brilliance—Gregor Erkennen had risked everything believing in that. But even I know, tech has a half-life exactly equal to the next discovery that makes it obsolete. That can be days, even hours after it’s born, depending on the innovation cycle. What was hard to believe was that tech we’d think of as ancient today—thirty years after it was cutting edge—could be the key to defeating the most advanced synthetic life form in history.

      That would require a hell of a lot of faith from me. I don’t do faith. Still, I said, “I’ll trust you to know your business.”

      “Thanks.” She let herself relax again and faced forward. Fighting gravity was possible with the help of the dampeners, but it still wasn’t easy. “I’ve got to take this thing off,” she said, her hand moving to the base of her helmet.

      “Sure that’s wise?”

      She unsnapped the release, and I heard her suit air mixing with the ship’s. A half turn, and the helmet came off. Bekah inhaled deeply.

      “Seems fine,” she said.

      Points for chutzpah. I reached up to release my own helmet, remembering one reason I liked Bekah Franklin so much. She reminded me a lot of Daisy—sans smartass module.

      “We’ve got a little while before the flip and decel burn,” she said. “I think I can better sync the inertial dampeners with the thrust. Make the second half of the trip a little more pleasant.”

      The idea of her playing around with the code keeping us alive creeped me out, even if she was a savant. “You sure you know what you’re doing?”

      One glove off, Bekah flexed her fingers. “I cut my programming teeth on ship’s systems.”

      “You’re not using your teeth.”

      “You worry too much.” The screen in front of her came alive. Her fingers typed faster than I could see them move. Menus turned to coded gobbledygook. Her fingers seemed to pick up speed as she dug in. “We’ll be fine.”

      The Coyote shook harder around us. Whether from her massaging of the gobbledygook or just another round of the space shakes, I had no idea. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      As if reading my mind, Daisy—I mean, Bekah—turned and said, “I know my business, remember? We’ll be fine.”
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          ADRIANA RABH • SUSPENDED IN JUPITER’S ATMOSPHERE

        

      

    

    
      Adriana Rabh held on as the winds of Jupiter’s lower atmosphere buffeted the scoopship. The crude handholds she’d adapted in the vessel’s interior were better than nothing—barely.

      The ship hung on its tether from an orbital facility like a net trawled behind a fishing boat. Only instead of fish, the ship’s job was to collect Jupiter’s raw deuterium and helium-3 and deliver them for hypercompression in one of Callisto’s orbital-ring refineries before gashaulers carried them to the inner system for distribution. Or that would have been the ship’s job on a regular day devoted to mining instead of keeping Callisto’s deposed regent alive and out of reach of the SSR’s prowling sensors. The interference resulting from Jupiter’s lightning storms had proven quite effective at that, Adriana had to admit. She was also quite sure the unpredictable atmosphere had loosened most of her internal organs from their moorings of ninety-odd years.

      A new shockwave thrummed through the hull until her teeth hummed. Long and jagged lightning arced across the sky over the pilot’s canopy.

      Adriana wrapped her bony hands with excruciating desperation around the plastisteel grips. “Goddamn.” Bile welled up in her throat, and she clenched her teeth against the counter-cyclone forcing the Tin Can down again toward Jupiter’s surface. She’d named their vessel that apparent misnomer, despite its behemoth-like main body below their tiny pilothouse. When you shared space in an oversized cockpit designed for a single pilot, everything became close quarters.

      “Do you want me to explain again what causes the downward thrust?” Edith Birch asked from the one and only pilot’s seat. She offered Adriana an infuriatingly indulgent smile. “It’s a perfectly natural result of moisture and the movement of air and heat⁠—”

      “Please, for the love of fucking God, don’t.” Adriana bounced against the inner hull as a short, bone-rattling wave of turbulence shook them again. “If I hear one more scientific explanation of why this fucking monster planet does what it does, I’ll kill myself.”

      Edith’s smile faded. After a moment of quiet consideration, she said, “That would defeat our whole reason for being here, now wouldn’t it?” Before Adriana could reply, Edith motioned with her finger upward. It took a moment for Adriana to realize what she meant. The shaking from the storms was suddenly, eerily absent for the first time in what felt like hours. The only feeling of motion was the slow, almost imperceptible swinging of the ship on its tether. The sudden calm was almost soothing and perversely uncomfortable.

      “How long this time?” Adriana asked.

      Gazing again through the canopy at the hazy atmosphere beyond, Edith said, “Maybe minutes. Maybe days?”

      Adriana blew out displeasure with her breath. “And when I need scientific precision…”

      She focused on making her hands relinquish their hold on the ship. They’d held their arthritic death grip for so long, her flesh felt one with the cold metal. Finally they began to uncurl, and the pain shooting through her joints made her regret the decision to pull them loose. She massaged the palm of her left hand with the thumb of her right. Blood began to flow again, and with it came the old, dull ache.

      “Any of that liqueur left, Ms. Birch?” Adriana asked, beckoning with her stiff fingers.

      “Sure, I think so,” Edith said, feeling around below the pilot’s seat where she’d secured it in the storm. “Why do they call it Absinthe of the Garden Green, by the way?”

      Adriana sighed. It felt good to be asked a normal question again. “Its target market is expats from Earth. It’s supposed to make you nostalgic for the homeworld.”

      “Oh,” Edith said, locating the bottle. “I guess I can see that.”

      “Well, you be nostalgic for both of us, then.” With difficulty, Adriana opened her hand. “I’m thirsty.”

      Edith passed the liqueur over with that same wan, patient smile from earlier. Removing the stopper from the carafe, Adriana took a drink. As the green liqueur washed the bile back down her throat, she took a moment to appreciate her own history with the sweet drink. People had wondered for years how a woman in her ninth decade could remain so vital and vigorous of body, so keen of mind. And the simple answer was that it was all thanks to this particular deal-making lubricant. It’d been over a second bottle of Green that Adriana had cut the deal that made being a nonagenarian feel like a new retiree of sixty-five. Achy, yes, especially in the mornings. But her skin? Perfect, like ivory. Her mind? Sharp as it had ever been.

      The Wellspring: Gregor Erkennen’s personalized, DNA-specific stem-cell therapy that introduced a proactive protocol via SynCorp’s medical implant, the SCI. A unique sub-program that worked with the host’s body and brain to retard cellular degradation and revitalize synaptic function. When Adriana suggested Gregor should call it “the goddamned Fountain of Youth,” he’d made a face that—now that she thought about it—reminded her of Edith Birch–level judgment. He’d admonished her not to think in such clichéd terms.

      Sometimes Adriana simply liked staring down at it, the amber liquid, losing herself in its dancing color—a reminder of Callisto, of home, even inside this godforsaken pilothouse with its dull, panel-fed lighting. The moon didn’t look like much from space, just a pitted sphere of craters and cracks, the boxer’s face of the solar system, pummeled with asteroids and other space debris for billions of years. But from the surface, Jupiter’s ever-present bourbon light made Callistans feel wrapped in a warmth that other outer system settlements couldn’t match—not even Gregor Erkennen’s own Prometheus Colony on Titan, with its carnival-like distractions to attract settlers. Despite its frightening displays and heart-dropping updrafts, Adriana had to acknowledge that Jupiter had saved them. Obfuscated their sensor-scent from Cassandra’s bloodhounds with its random, arcing lightning storms. In quiet moments like this, she could appreciate that fact without sarcasm or anger.

      “Everything okay?” Edith asked. “Reconsidering your decision to send Admiral Galatz to Titan again?”

      Not for the first time on their adventure together, Adriana looked up and found that Edith had a concerned puppy-dog expression. She took a swig from the carafe.

      “Well, I wasn’t,” Adriana said sharply. A small tremor through the Tin Can made her reach out with a hand to steady herself. Wouldn’t want to spill the Green. No alcohol abuse here. “But now I am.”

      Lightning bloomed, illuminating Jupiter’s clouds from beneath. It made Edith, if only for a moment, appear as a gargoyle with an angel’s face. Adriana put the stopper back in the carafe and handed it over.

      “Better re-secure this, Ms. Birch,” Adriana said.

      Edith replaced the Green beneath the pilot’s chair, then checked the harness holding her firmly in the seat. The Tin Can’s shaking became constant. “I should probably say thanks again for giving me the seat. It makes things … easier.”

      “Fuck off,” Adriana said, though without any real rancor. Her hands found their metal handholds again. Her feet found the straps she’d rigged up on the deck.

      “Hey, it could be worse,” Edith said, her voice rising as the updraft of the cyclone lifted them high, then dropped them hard.

      “And how, my dear, might you imagine that could be the case?” Adriana asked, her voice rising as the ship dropped. “Short of death, I mean.”

      Edith regarded her, her grip tight around the pilot’s harness. Her smile was also tight and aimed at Adriana. “You could be two months pregnant.”
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        * * *

      

      When the Tin Can settled down again into a kind of steady state, Adriana motioned at Edith. “Hand it over. I want to take advantage of the quiet while I’ve got it.”

      “Oh, of course.” Edith reached beneath her seat for the Green. “I wish I could take a drink myself.”

      “No, not that,” Adriana said. “The other thing.”

      Edith hesitated for a moment, clearly still uncomfortable with the procedure and its necessities. Then, measured and matter of fact, she unrolled a tube from its hook on the side of the pilot’s seat.

      Whoever had last piloted the Tin Can had taken their emergency vac-suit and its built-in waste reclamation system with them. Both women were forced to share the backup—a long plastic tube with a vacuum-sealed cup on one end. Sharing it in such close quarters had forced an intimacy on the women neither would have accepted in easier circumstances.

      Adriana turned away from Edith as far as she could in the tight quarters. For her part, Edith offered her the courtesy of looking away, ostensibly to study the intermittent silver lightning still painting Jupiter’s golden-clouded sky. With a shump the cup attached itself to Adriana.

      “Ah, that’s better,” she said. Then there was only the vigorous, slightly hollow shushing of transferring the contents of Adriana’s bladder.

      “To your earlier question—sometimes I wish I hadn’t diverted Galatz to Titan,” Adriana said, realizing she was making conversation to cover the sound. “I could’ve been pissing in luxury aboard a corporate warship right now.”

      Edith muttered something as she watched the lightning outside the ship.

      “I didn’t quite catch that, my dear,” Adriana said in her most delicate hostess voice.

      “Nothing.” Edith continued to study the Jovian lightshow rather than look at Callisto’s regent while she voided her urine.

      “No, you said something.” Adriana twisted the small butterfly release valve. Its seal broken, the cup detached. She held up the tube, and the vacuum sucked the last of her contribution to their future water supply into the recycler housed behind the pilot’s seat. In four hours, it’d be potable. Which is one reason Adriana preferred the Green. She couldn’t abide the idea of drinking her own purified urine. Or worse somehow, Edith’s. “What was it you said?”

      Clearing her throat, Edith turned to her. There was something in her unblinking stare Adriana hadn’t seen before. “I simply asked, do you do anything but complain? I’ve spent days in this ship with you, and all you seem to do is nitpick. You’re alive, aren’t you?”

      Full of her own frustration, Adriana had the sudden, perverse impulse to reach out and slap Edith Birch across the face. Then, recalling the circumstances of Edith’s entry into her service, Adriana experienced a rare and unfamiliar emotion. Shame warmed her neck from her shoulders to her hairline.

      Edith had reddened as well. “I’m sorry,” she said, returning her gaze to Jupiter’s sky. “It’s just that we’ve been cooped up in here for several days, hiding and⁠—”

      “Don’t apologize.” Adriana’s eyes were stoic and unyielding, demanding Edith meet them. “Never apologize when you’re in the right. Else, you’ll never earn a person’s respect. Especially your own.”

      Without answering, Edith wrapped up the seal-and-vac and replaced it on its hook beside her seat.

      “You know, in all the time we’ve been in this … Tin Can … I don’t believe I’ve taken a moment to thank you,” Adriana said. Did she need to do penance for the impulse she’d had to strike Edith? Would this spontaneous act of gratitude make up for that? “I mean, for making it possible for me—for us—to escape.”

      Edith smiled a small acknowledgment. “It was your piloting that got us here,” she said. It sounded obligatory but sincere.

      “Piloting a ship is like riding a bike,” Adriana said. “The controls might be flashier these days, but the feel for the air—or lack of it—is the same.”

      “Like riding a what?”

      Adriana exhaled. What these days didn’t make her feel like she’d outlived her own time? She could almost feel Erkennen’s Wellspring microbes, or whatever the fuck they were, hauling the skin tight over her cheekbones like sails on a clipper ship.

      “How did you know where the scoopships were docked?” Adriana asked, turning the conversation back to Edith—more penance, less feeling older than dirt.

      “As you know, my husband Luther was an atmo-miner,” Edith said simply, her voice holding something dangerous and soft at the same time. “He used to talk all the time about ‘riding the lightning.’ I’d sometimes meet him on the ring when he returned. He used to love sitting in a seat just like this one, monitoring the scoop. He said it was like getting paid to do nothing but ride a rollercoaster.”

      Adriana made a disgusted sound. “Just one more reason to hate that sonofabitch. Not that selling those hauler routes to the pirates wasn’t enough. But Galatz did for those fuckers. Dead fuckers, now.”

      Edith said nothing. The Tin Can thumped with an updraft of turbulence, then settled on its tether again. Adriana observed her for a moment as they waited out the possibility of another sudden updraft.

      “Luther Birch really did a number on you, didn’t he, my dear?”

      A nervous smile spread across Edith’s face, reminding Adriana of Jupiter’s lightning. Quick and almost pretty, but with a powerful, dark odor about it.

      “Please don’t call me that, Regent. It’s condescending.”

      Adriana opened her mouth in indignation. Then she closed it again.

      “It makes me feel less-than.” Edith’s eyes darted around the small cabin, as if she might find a secret escape hatch. “I don’t want to feel that way anymore.” Her eyes flitted across Adriana, then came back and stuck there. “Not even around you.”

      Adriana opened her mouth, indignation in her eyes. Then her gaze softened. “Very well … Edith. Might I assume it’s acceptable that I call you Edith?”

      “Of course, Regent.”

      “Oh, let’s not stand on ceremony, now. Decorum never survives long in revolutions,” she said. “You may call me Adriana.”

      “I could never do that,” Edith said. “I—even thinking it makes me uncomfortable.”

      “More uncomfortable than watching the richest woman in the known universe pee into a plastic tube?”

      Edith worked hard to repress her laughter. “Yes,” she said, “even more uncomfortable than that.” Her eyes shifted, looking for something else to talk about. “Do you really regret sending the admiral away?”

      “No,” Adriana replied. “Erkennen tech has always been the secret weapon of SynCorp’s success. If Masada Station falls, everything else follows like dominoes.” She looked down her nose at Edith with a haughty air. “My pissing in comfort pales in comparison. And if you ask me what dominoes are, I swear to God⁠—”

      This time, Edith gave in to her laughter.

      “What’s so funny?” Adriana demanded. In truth, she’d intended to be funny to relieve some of the tension between them. But now that Edith found her funny, Adriana had lost all confidence in how she’d been funny.

      “Piss … pales,” Edith said. The hilarity rolled out of her now.

      “Yes?”

      But Edith’s laughter wouldn’t stop. It seemed to feed on itself.

      “Oh, yes, I see,” Adriana said. Then, again affecting her voice-of-the-privileged, “I’m apparently becoming adept at scatological humor. You really can teach an old bitch new tricks.”

      Edith’s laughter tapered off. Then, “Usually, that kind of humor⁠—”

      “I know what scatological means, Edith,” Adriana said. “Even the rich have to shit.”

      The Tin Can vibrated. Adriana felt the waves striking sympathetic resonance in her bones.

      “Here we go again,” she said. Both women put away their good humor.

      The ship shook again, harder.

      Edith brought up the external view onscreen, catching the tail end of a bright flash. Another of Jupiter’s tantrums.

      “I’ve had just about enough of this,” Adriana said. “My insides feel like a tornado’s rearranged them.”

      Edith held on to the pilot’s harness as the cyclone swept them upward, then the counter-cyclone pushed them down again. Adriana clenched her teeth so hard she wondered if they’d shatter in her mouth.

      All Gregor’s microbes and all Gregor’s men…

      The downdraft dropped the ship, and after one more bone-jarring moment, the ship became a pendulum again, snapping taut on the tether and swinging gently as the cyclone passed.

      “We can’t stay here forever, hiding,” Edith said. There was hope in her voice.

      It infected Adriana like a hypo shot of adrenaline. She let go her handholds as the Tin Can steadied its drifting arc.

      “I’m tired of pissing into a cup. And you’re right—I’m tired of hiding,” she said. “I’d rather die at home than live here.”

      Edith gave her a smile without a whit of sympathy in it at all.

      How refreshing.

      “Me, too,” Edith said, unbuckling her harness. “Here, you’ll need this seat.”

      “Are you sure?” Adriana said, nodding to Edith’s mid-section.

      “Yes,” Edith answered, lifting herself from the seat. “We’ll fight for our home. Both of us.”

      Adriana winced as she released her handholds. “You’ll have to give Junior my apologies later,” she said as they exchanged places.

      Edith hooked her feet into the jury-rigged straps and grabbed the plastisteel rings above her head. “Take us home, Adriana.”
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          RUBEN QINLAO • DARKSIDE, THE MOON

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Boss Man. Wake up.”

      Ruben Qinlao swam upward toward consciousness and Richard Strunk’s voice. He’d been dreaming of making love to Mai Pang, Tony Taulke’s personal assistant. Tony had sent her to Mars as Helena Telemachus’s shadow. Ruben and Mai had grown close quickly, and though he half-suspected early on she’d gotten close to him as Tony’s spy, Ruben was later sure her affection was genuine—their passion hot and real in the way of new lovers, delighting in the discovery of one another. In the dream, he’d just risen from the bed to use the bathroom. When he’d returned, he’d found Mai’s mutilated body with Elinda Kisaan standing over her, Mai’s blood dripping onto the floor from the blades of her katara knives.

      “You okay?” Strunk asked, lighting a tallow candle.

      Sitting up on the crude bed, Ruben centered himself. The Moon. Darkside. The old church they’d taken refuge in from Elissa Kisaan’s manhunt.

      “Yeah,” Ruben said. “Yeah. Bad dreams.”

      “Bad dreams are all there are these days,” Strunk said. “Speaking of which…”

      “Yeah?”

      “The kid bolted again.”

      “What?”

      “Junior. He snuck out again.”

      Closing his eyes, Ruben tried to remain calm. They were doing everything they could to lay low long enough to figure out how to break Tony Taulke out of Darkside’s Marshals Complex. And for the second time, Tony’s son had stolen away in the middle of the night. Was he trying to get them caught?

      Ruben lifted himself off the bedding. His muscles ached after sleeping on the hard floor. “I thought you were on the door after the last time.”

      “I was,” Strunk said. “But I feel asleep. No excuses.”

      But that wasn’t true, exactly. Strunk had one very big excuse, or reason rather, for his lack of fortitude. Alone, he’d held off an entire platoon of SSR troopers and made it possible for Ruben to escape with an unconscious Tony Taulke and Isaac Brackin, the Darkside doctor treating Tony, from their hiding place in Point Bravo. Before that firefight, Strunk had been a massive man with an attitude as big and broad as his shoulders. Now, he seemed to have trouble taking a deep breath.

      “The boy’s sneaking out isn’t your fault,” Ruben said generously. “I’ll go.”

      Strunk murmured something. The words were obscure, but the tone was clear. Ruben Qinlao was about to have to do Strunk’s job for him. That didn’t sit well with Strunk.

      Ruben rose as Strunk lit another candle. They’d found several monks’ robes in the back of the old church. Ruben sorted through them.

      “I see one of them is missing,” he said.

      Grunting, Strunk said, “At least he had the brains to put that on before going out in public.”

      Ruben donned a set of robes that fit him best, cinching up the waist with a rope belt. Whoever had run this church in the past had gone for authenticity with the costumes, he had to give them that.

      “How do I look?”

      Strunk winced, the vertebrae of his back popping as he stood up semi-straight. “Like someone asking to be heckled every step he takes outside that door.”

      A wry smile ticked up one of Ruben’s cheeks. Darkside was a cesspool with a whorehouse on every corner and sticky fingers constantly probing pockets that didn’t belong to them. In his monk robes Ruben wouldn’t be popular, but he’d likely be left alone.

      “Any ideas where he went?” Ruben asked. He secreted one of his katara knives taken from Elinda Kisaan on Mars into each of his long sleeves. Then he dropped the magazine from the butt of the 11-millimeter pistol Brackin had given him and counted the bullets left. Five. A last resort in a colony where everyone was looking to collect a reward for turning them in. Too much noise. He reloaded the pistol and slipped it into a front pocket.

      “Is that a serious question?” Strunk asked, trying to sound light. From his wheezy lungs, it was a hard sell. “He’s a teenage boy.”

      “The Fleshway, then?”

      “The Fleshway.”

      Ruben made for the front door.

      “Watch your back, Boss Man. Remember the bounty. Anyone recognizes you…”

      Ruben pulled up the hood of his robes. Tony’s capture in Brackin’s clinic had confirmed what had, to that point, been informed speculation—that Tony Taulke and Ruben Qinlao were indeed holed up in Darkside. By now, every bounty hunter with a transport pass would be crawling through the city, turning over every lunar rock they could find.

      “Yeah, I know,” Ruben said, cracking the door. All clear. “Hold the fort.”

      “Bring the shitbag home, Boss Man.”
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        * * *

      

      Stepping onto the circular walkway of the barrio rotunda, Ruben estimated it must be after midnight. He saw a few lights burning in windows. Not much foot traffic.

      Folding his hands into the woolen arms of his robes, Ruben struck off for the Fleshway. Darkside’s doublewide street of brothels and gambling dens wasn’t far. He could already hear the din of humanity humming like bees around a flesh-peddling hive.

      Standing at the mouth of the corridor that opened onto the Fleshway, Ruben surveyed the thick crowd. They seemed more like ants than bees, he thought, stirred up in their after-hours pursuits. Where to begin? Spotting anyone among everyone would be difficult if not impossible, even if his target was still wearing monk’s robes like his own. Knowing Junior, he’d probably already ditched them.

      Ruben began his reconnoiter, favoring the nearest side of the corridor. The volume of faces combined with his need to avoid attracting attention made progress slow. He paused in alleyways between businesses to glance into storefronts. He’d passed half an hour and was beginning to despair of ever finding the teenager when he spotted him almost by accident. And he wasn’t alone.

      Three figures surrounded him, leading Junior from a bar and brothel called the Arms of Artemis. An older woman pursued them, apparently expressing her displeasure at having her customer shanghaied. One of the three, also a woman, turned back to deal with her. Junior seemed to be going willingly, but Ruben chalked that up to fear. The three looked like lowlifes. Most likely bounty hunters, given the constant barrage of postings on The Real Story. The woman’s partners—a man of medium build and another who could have graduated from Strunk’s school for oversized bodyguards—hemmed in close to Junior while she dealt with the Arms’ madam. The older woman made a rude hand gesture at the three and turned to reenter her establishment. The three began to hustle Junior away.

      It was remarkable to Ruben that no one seemed to care about a straight-up kidnapping. Then again, it was the Fleshway. Hauling drunks and hackheads and other unwilling sorts out of local businesses probably happened dozens of times a day.

      The trio diverted the kid into an alleyway and disappeared. Ruben backtracked, then double-timed it down the alley he’d been observing them from, paralleling their path. He picked up the pace and was in position and observing them as they emerged onto the nearly deserted back alley that ran behind the Fleshway’s main thoroughfare. The two men moved Junior along, not sparing his comfort, the woman leading them by several steps.

      “Hey now!” Junior protested.

      “This way,” the woman said.

      They were headed right for Ruben’s position. The woman passed, glancing straight down the alley where Ruben hid in the shadows.

      “—sack of shit,” the bigger man whispered as they passed, giving Junior’s shoulder a push. “This payday better happen, kid.”

      “Rayes, I swear,” the smaller man said, “all you know how to do is bitch.”

      Ruben stepped out behind them. The smaller man heard him and turned.

      “Shit!”

      Ruben’s katara dagger was already flying through the air. The man dodged, and the blade caught him in the upper thigh. Crying out, he lost his hold on Junior, and the bigger man, Rayes, pushed the teen hard. Junior stumbled into a trash heap. The woman drew a stunner.

      Ruben dived forward toward his target, tumbling and cursing at the robes hindering him.

      The woman fired her stunner twice.

      Punk! Punk!

      Rayes gathered himself to charge. Ruben tumbled back into the dark alley while the first man lay in the grime, gasping, his hand wrapped around the knife. Rayes bellowed, his thick boots smacking as he charged into the alleyway, and Ruben scrambled behind a pair of refuse bins. He loosened the rope and began shuffling off the robes.

      “Get out of the way!” the woman yelled. “Rayes, I can’t get a shot!”

      “You ain’t no monk!” Rayes said, ignoring her.

      Opting for the pistol over the second dagger, Ruben tossed his robes aside and rolled up to one knee. But Rayes had seen Ruben go behind the bins, and he moved in, batting the gun aside and bringing his other hand around in a massive fist.

      Ruben pulled away and twisted in the tight space, bringing his foot around like a tenterhook, sweeping behind Rayes’s knee. It was like trying to topple a pillar, but Rayes was off-balance, and Ruben’s leverage sent him sprawling.

      That cleared the kill zone for the woman, who’d followed her partner into the alley. She slowed, taking the time to aim her stunner more carefully for her second shot.

      Ruben rolled again, using Rayes’s bulk for a semi-shield. The woman fired anyway.

      Punk! Punk! Punk!

      Rayes grunted with the impact of the stunner’s catalyst slugs hitting him. “Watch that El!” he shouted.

      MESH, Ruben realized. It was the only reason Rayes was still alive. The slugs had hit, but his MESH clothing had negated their deadly effect.

      Ruben abandoned the bins’ cover and crab-crawled deeper into the alley, turning and twisting to keep the woman, El, from getting another clean shot. Ruben pulled a large refuse bin in front of him. He could hear El pausing to help Rayes to his feet.

      Smart. They weren’t amateurs. They were taking their time. They had it to take. He didn’t.

      “Stop now, Qinlao, and we’ll let you live,” El said. “You’re worth more alive than dead—it’d work out for all of us.”

      Ruben moved silently, carefully to the other end of the bin and took aim from the darkness. A pistol shot might bring the marshals running. Then again, he thought, recalling it was the Fleshway—as lightly as most marshals took their duties, the sound of gunfire might actually keep them away.

      Crack!

      The bullet hit El and she spun around with the force of it, the stunner flying from her hand. Curses fired from Rayes like machine-gun bullets. He charged the bin hiding Ruben and, as Ruben drew a bead on him, jogged left.

      Crack!

      The shot missed, and Rayes’s momentum carried him forward like a stampeding rhino. Rayes rammed the bin, slamming Ruben hard against a wall.

      Rayes dragged the bin aside with a roar. As the bounty hunter closed the space between them, Ruben dove forward, getting inside the big man’s defenses as Rayes had Ruben’s before. Making a split-V with the fingers of his right hand, he gouged the hunter’s eyes, then hammered his crotch with a knee strike.

      Rayes cratered, howling, one hand flying upward to protect his blinded eyes, the other lower. Ruben struck three times quickly, and Rayes went down. He made a wet, smacking sound as his cheek hit the alley floor.

      Ruben turned to El. The shot had taken her high in the shoulder, and she was scuttling across the alley, trying to reach her stunner. Three quick leaps and Ruben stood over her, the 11-millimeter pistol pointed at the back of her head.

      “Stop now,” he said, “and I’ll let you live.”

      El ceased moving and turned to glare at him. Pain was sketched across her face. The wound in her left shoulder soaked through her shirt. In the back alley beyond, he could hear the second man, still cursing from the knife wound.

      “Why?” she spat. “We’ll just keep coming. You’re worth too much, Qinlao. There’s a new regime now, and we⁠—”

      Ruben clocked her across the forehead with the pistol barrel. She slumped unconscious onto her side.

      “Because I don’t kill people in cold blood,” he said.

      Behind him, he could hear Rayes trying to wake. If he didn’t collect the kid and get moving, Ruben feared he’d have to forego the luxury of principle after all.

      He found the second man standing, favoring his good leg, waiting for Ruben as he exited the alley. One hand clutched his thigh. The other held a stunner pointed straight at Ruben’s chest.

      “Well, well,” the man said through his pain. “Payday just got bigger.”

      There was movement, and a pipe cracked the back of the man’s skull. He went down, revealing Junior as the wielder of the pipe.

      “Take that!” Tony Junior shouted. “Sonofabitch! Treat me like⁠—”

      “Quiet! You’ll have the whole Fleshway after you looking for a payday,” Ruben hissed. “Stay right there. Don’t move!”

      He returned to the dark alley where he’d dropped his robes. El was still out cold. Rayes was moving, moaning. Ruben rendered him unconscious again with a quick strike to the back of his thick skull. He slipped the robes back on, cinching them up with the rope belt.

      “We should kill these fuckers,” Junior said when Ruben approached. The kid was irritated, agitated, sweating like hell. Maybe this experience would teach him a lesson in prudence. “They’ll just come after us, right?”

      “Maybe,” Ruben said. He considered removing his katara from the thigh of the third bounty hunter but figured the man would bleed out if he did. So, he was down one knife—he had another. “But that’s not how I do things.”

      “Then you do things stupid!”

      “Stupidly.”

      “What?”

      “The word you’re looking for is ‘stupidly,’” Ruben said, grabbing Junior by the arm and taking him back toward the Arms of Artemis. Any way but the way the three bounty hunters had been headed. “As in, ‘I stupidly put us all at risk looking for a little fun.’”

      Junior clucked his tongue. “You shouldn’t talk to me that way,” he said. “I was just trying to help Pop.”

      “I told you the first time you snuck out,” Ruben continued with a glance behind them, “you’re risking everything when you do that—including your pop.” He turned them back toward the Fleshway and its sea of human camouflage. “Pick up the pace.”

      “I was headed to the Marshals Complex,” Junior said, shrugging off Ruben’s grip. Somewhere in that half explanation lurked a teen’s logic.

      “The Arms of Artemis isn’t the Marshals Complex.”

      Junior flashed him a wicked grin. “I was stopping off for a quick⁠—”

      “Just shut up,” Ruben said. The sights and sounds and smells of the bustling Fleshway were only a few steps away. “It’s a wonder you’re even still alive to get captured.”

      “You should have more respect. I’m technically your boss in the business now, y’know.”

      Ruben regarded him with cold eyes. “All you are is an idiot. Your only ‘business’ lately consists of brothels and bad decisions. Now, put your hood up, boy. It’s time you went back to church.”
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