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      Jack stared at the cube, mesmerized by its iridescent color. One part of his mind calculated how long it would keep him in smoke while another part mocked him for thinking iridescence a color.

      Two inches to a side, the cube stared back at him from the middle shelf of a contraption known as an oven.

      He swore it stared, seeing deep into his soul, tracing his past through his three failed marriages, his four bankruptcies, his multiple encounters with the Imperial Patrol, and his constantly smoking himself into oblivion.

      Ivory swirls sloshed across its surface, like laughter. The cube knew him.

      Twenty minutes earlier, he'd dropped from orbit in his Salvager to sniff through the ruins of Canis Dogma Five, the old Circian homeworld, for something he might hawk to the junk lords for a few hundred galacti. He'd found someplace to park the Scavenger out of sight from the constant patrols, his ship almost as derelict as the ruins he explored. Then he'd worked himself between the decrepit doors of an apartment building, one of the few still standing amidst the ruins of a city that had once housed a million people, minimum. Two floors up, he'd cracked a flat whose stale air bespoke its millennial inoccupancy. The oven was a perfect find, as valuable in its current state as it would be after being dropped out a window. I'm not carryin' it down two flights of stairs, he'd thought indignantly, bending to look inside. The dusty glass pane obscured the interior, so he'd opened the door.

      And stared at the cube inside.

      Before he could think, he snatched it from the oven.
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        * * *

      

      A scene filled his sight and a voice rang in his ears.

      He was in a cavern, and a man stood before him, dressed in sequined silks of multiple colors, upon his head a slim, simple circlet, in one hand a two-inch silvery cube.

      “I am Lochium Circi the Ninth, Emperor of Circi, a civilization that once reached to the outer arms of the galaxy.” Behind the figure was a small table, on it a vial filled with orange fluid, and a large stone slab atop one-foot pillars. “Welcome to my final resting place, Traveler. You have now been selected for a sacred duty. You see me because you have been chosen to wield the Ghost cube.” Lochium Circi the Ninth ceremoniously held up the silvery, two-inch cube. “With this modest device, the Circians spread their influence throughout the galaxy.”

      A remote rumble shook the chamber, and dust drifted down from the ceiling. “And now our influence is dying. Barbarians bombard Canis Dogma Five into oblivion as I speak.

      “You, Traveler, have been chosen to become the next Emperor of the Circian Empire, with all the privileges, responsibilities, and obligations thereto implied, and to bring together again all the remnants of our once-great Empire under the auspices of one government, to live peacefully until the end of time under you and your successors.

      “The cube has chosen you, Traveler, because you are worthy and noble and pure. May the billion suns of the galactic core light your path with brilliance.”
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        * * *

      

      His head spun and his face stung.

      “Hold it by its edges,” the girl told him.

      Jack did as she bade him, the cube threatening to suck him elsewhere again.

      He stared at her, she who had slapped him. She who knew what he held.

      Because it was hers.

      He wondered where she'd come from. The apartment had had the feel of having been vacant for a very long time. He also wondered why she hadn't just taken it from him. One part of him already knew, and another part ridiculed him from not considering for a moment handing it back to her. He'd be stupid to give up something that might keep him in smoke for the rest of his life.

      She stared back at him, much as the cube had.

      Jack saw what she was thinking. Me, Emperor?

      The thought was beyond ludicrous and passing farcical.

      She laughed softly, shaking her head.

      He was a wretch, through and through. No amount of wealth, schooling, or breeding could remedy that. All a charm school might do is teach him how to insult people without their knowing it, something he now did without intending to.

      He frowned at her. “I'm Jack, but you knew that, didn't you?”

      She nodded. “Misty.” She didn't extend her hand.

      He might have been a leper. “Pleased.”

      “Likewise.” Clearly she wasn't.

      “This is yours, isn't it?”

      “It was,” she said, shrugging. “Or more accurately, I used to be its.”

      “And now I'm its?” He frowned at it in his hand.

      “You catch on fast.”

      “What is it?”

      “A Gaussian Holistic Oscillating Subliminal Tesseract, a ghost cube.” She suddenly stood and beckoned him to follow. “Now that you're here, I need your help.”

      He climbed to his feet slowly, as though he'd been sitting for several hours. The quality of light through dusty panes hadn't changed appreciably.

      She led him up several floors, some of the stairwells difficult to navigate, their steps mangled by time and inattention. He wondered as he followed her up what an eight- or nine-year-old girl was doing in a decrepit ruin like this by herself.

      “It's been a couple weeks,” she said, stopping outside a door at the end of a hall. “So he doesn't smell very good.”

      Not smelling very good was an understatement. He could barely hold his gorge. “What do you want me to do?”

      Grief wrecked her face. “Help me bury him.”

      He knew without asking that just leaving the corpse wasn't a choice. He also knew that just leaving the girl wasn't a choice. A tantalizing lifetime of smoke-filled nights receded inexorably from his grasp. And right now, he really needed to smoke.

      The blanket helped to hold together what decay was rapidly dismantling, but couldn't shield him completely from the ooze he should've expected.

      She led him to a wildly overgrown park, two blocks away, where a pit had already been dug.

      “I just couldn't figure out how to get him down here.”

      Once he'd finished, organic was the only word he could summon to describe his smell. In addition to the odors of necrosis and its associated fluids, a thick layer of freshly-turned soil now stuck to those stains. The cube was tucked in his pocket.

      He'd just chunked the last shovelful to fill the pit when a distant whine alerted him. “Quick! The patrol!” He loped for the nearest building, the girl outpacing him easily and leading him toward a culvert.

      They dove into it just as the craft roared overhead. Straining engines whined in complaint as it circled back.

      “Stars above, they saw us. We can't stay here.” He looked at her, despairing that they'd be trapped in the culvert.

      Misty seemed unconcerned.

      Jack tracked the incoming ship by sound as he looked her over. The backwash of the landing retros buffeted her thin, threadbare clothing, its many rents and tears each carefully stitched. Her hair fell in stringy, ungainly swatches to uneven, hacked-off lengths near her shoulders. Her cheeks were hollow with malnutrition or shock.

      Maybe both, he thought. “Why won't they find us?”

      Her eyes glistened with ethereal light. “You'll persuade them not to.” She didn't glance toward his jacket pocket, but she might have.

      Voices outside approached. “Over here. I told you I picked up a signal of an incoming ship. Probably some scavenger.”

      He brought out the cube.
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        * * *

      

      Jack looked at the culvert. The drainpipe was three feet in diameter, barely room for anyone to have gone in. “We've picked up native signals before. Remnants of the old Circian Empire, eking out a meager life among the ruins. If it was a scavenger, where's the ship?” He turned to look at his shipmate.

      The guy shrugged, his uniform immaculate.

      Jack knew his own was perfect as well. “You goin' in after 'em?” He gestured at the culvert, and then picked an imaginary speck of dust off his sleeve.

      The other guy shook his head. “They ain't payin' to replace uniforms, remember?”

      “We'll set up monitors in a perimeter. If there's a scavenger, we'll catch 'em on the way out.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack snapped back into the culvert, his hand coming off the cube.

      The voices outside faded.

      He'd felt as if he'd been dreaming, on the one hand hearing them talk outside the pipe, on the other doing the talking. Somehow, he'd maintained an awareness of his hand on the cube.

      Misty watched him, her eyes on his face.

      “What is this thing?”

      She shrugged. “Grandpa never said, but he did tell me it's old, very old. My ancestors used it to control the galaxy.”

      He brought his gaze up from the cube. “What ancestors?”

      “The Circians.”

      Archeologists had long wondered at the source of Circian power. A meek, unpretentious peoples, they had somehow spread their influence from a modest-size planet with few mineral resources across the galaxy, dominating multiple constellations with far more natural resources and far larger navies. Even their home system had been insignificant, a two-planet single-star system with a young blue primary sitting astride the narrow neck of empty space between Canis Major and Canis Minor. The Dog Bone, it'd been called by the early spacers who'd colonized the area some ten thousand years ago.

      But somehow, Circi had come to dominate first the adjoining Majora and Minora constellations, then the Perseus Arm itself, and then the entire galaxy. Not by conquering anything, either.

      All by persuasion.

      Jack shook his head at her. “That your grandpa we buried?”

      She nodded, looking sad.

      “We'll go say a few words, once it's safe.”

      She smiled at him, looking grateful.

      “Where are your relatives?”

      Her gaze narrowed in bewilderment.

      “You don't have any relatives?

      “Grandpa never mentioned any.”

      “Your parents?”

      “Died five years ago when the building two blocks over collapsed.”

      “There have to be other people around here.”

      She shrugged. “Grandpa always told me to stay away. There's a tribe six blocks to the west, another twelve blocks north. See them once in awhile, but they always run when I approach.”

      “What did he tell you to expect once he'd died?”

      She brightened unexpectedly. “He told me, 'Expect the Universe. You're the Princess.' ”

      He was dumbfounded. What kind of upbringing was that? “Princess of what?”

      “Circi,” she said matter of factly.

      He threw his head back in laughter and hit his head on the inside of the culvert. Laughing even as he rubbed his head, he shook it in wonder, bemused and bewildered.

      She looked as bemused as he felt.

      “And just how were you supposed to become the Princess of Circi?”

      “Become?” She looked even more befuddled. “I already am!”

      He roared with laughter all the more.

      Misty looked annoyed.

      Outside, the roar of engines signaled the patrol's departure.

      He sleeved the tears from his eyes, his hands still grimy with fresh earth. “What the stars am I going to do with you?” He laughed some more at his own predicament, the sudden caretaker of a delightful nine-year-old.

      A crusty, renegade salvage-hound too self-centered to make four marriages work, not diligent enough to avoid three bankruptcies, having tangled more times than both combined with the law, and an inveterate smoker, now the guardian of this orphan.

      And owner of a cube that had ludicrously chosen him to become Emperor.

      “Are you all right?”

      He nodded and caught his breath, sure he looked a wreck, his face red and tear-strewn. “Too ironic, is all,” he said, glancing down at the cube. “Well, if this was truly the source of the Circian's power, it's clear why their Empire fell.” And he laughed some more.
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        * * *

      

      “I think they're gone now,” Misty said, peering from the culvert.

      He could barely see her outline, night having long since fallen.

      They'd likely set up infrared monitors in a perimeter, but they weren't interested in the native peoples. The Imperial Patrol would be looking for him and his Salvager.

      He followed her out, trusting that she knew the area and where they could flee if the patrol returned.

      They made their way to the gravesite and stood beside the unmarked mound of freshly-turned soil.

      Her face swung up to his, a pale shadow amidst darker shadows.

      What am I supposed to say? he wondered; I didn't know the man.

      The moon of her face beamed at him brightly.

      He took her hand and sighed. “We gather here at the final resting place of—”

      “Augustus Circi, Emperor,” she supplied in the pause.

      “—to honor his passing from a life of devotion. Those of us who remain behind will never forget him.”

      The girl beside him wept softly in the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      He climbed into a clean set of formalls, fresh from a shower, wondering the whole time how they were going to get off planet without the Imperial Patrol's intercepting them.

      At least I'll be clean when they arrest me, he thought.

      He'd parked Misty in the galley in front of a protein mush, his synth having sized up a meal for her.

      Although famished, he had more of an appetite to get out of his soiled clothing and get cleaned up.

      She licked the last off the spoon and glanced at him, her eyes taking in the fresh formalls.

      “Your turn,” he said, hiking his thumb toward the stall.

      She half-frowned in that direction. “I've never been in one before. Does it hurt?”

      He chuckled, shaking his head. “It's voice-operated, so if you scream, it'll shut itself off.” He glanced around. Everything looked all right. “Did you touch anything?”

      “Not a thing, just like you told me.” She beamed at him. “The mush was terrible.”

      “You get used to it. In,” he said, hiking the thumb.

      He took her seat, the cube where he'd set it, after admonishing her not to touch it.

      “It's not mine anymore, so I can't,” she'd told him.

      The galley was small, with barely room for two at the table. The seamless walls hid all the kitchen gadgets, but Jack needed just two: the synth and a spoon.

      “Synth on,” he said, and a whirring noise trundled out a bowl of mush. “My favorite.”

      He devoured it mindlessly, his gaze on the cube.

      Two inches to a side, its edges slightly beveled, its sides completely reflective, the cube gazed back at him.

      Belching, he pushed aside the empty bowl and put his hands on the cube.
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        * * *

      

      The opulence stunned him, and the feel of the silk against his body felt like a mother's womb.

      The two bulges at his breast bewildered him, as did the cavity between his legs. Mammaries and a vagina! he thought, looking around.

      In his hand was a hairbrush. The marble columns framed a view of manicured palace grounds, topiary-tangled gardens, sprawling out-buildings.

      He knew where he was, but not how he'd got here.

      Or who he'd become.

      Dismayed, he looked up from his ample breasts to see a servant approach.

      “My Lady looks distressed, pardon my noticing,” the handmaid said.
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        * * *

      

      “What am I supposed to wear?” Her voice came from the shower, bringing him back to the ship.

      He hadn't noticed she was finished. Ordering up a pair of small formalls, he took them from the sizer and thrust it into the showercube, his eyes on the kitchen, averted.

      “Thank you.”

      He stepped back to the table.

      She emerged, clad in formalls, looking down at herself in evident distaste. “I'll need better clothes than this before I can be presented at the Palace.”

      He roared with laughter and the bewildered look on her face caused him to laugh all the harder.

      “You shouldn't have laughed like that,” she said a long time later.

      “I'm sorry,” Jack replied, kissing the top of her head. She was curled against him in the Pilot's chair, one of three places to sit aboard the Scavenger.

      He'd laughed so hard he'd begun to cry, and her face had crumpled as she'd slid to the floor and gathered herself into a fetal position to weep.

      He'd picked her up and sat her on his lap and wept with her until they'd both wept themselves dry.

      The girl quiescent in his arms, he wondered how he'd known what to do. An orphan, reared in a brothel on Alpha Tuscana, he'd run away to work on a garbage scow at age twelve. Jack had never known a mother's embrace. The brash buxom breasts of courtesans had been a paltry substitute, the boy cast away the moment a paying customer walked in the door.

      “I'll get you finer clothes than Princess Andromeda, and she'll be so envious that she'll ask who your designer is.”

      Misty giggled. “Liar.”

      He giggled too, enjoying the moment and the smell of freshly-washed child and being close to another human being.

      Far too little of the latter throughout my life, he thought.
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        * * *

      

      Emperor Phaeton Torgas stared at Princess Andromeda. “There's been a change in the alignments, I tell you!”

      She sat on an ottoman slightly to the right of his throne, the heiress in attendance upon the troubled Emperor. “Someone dares oppose the Empire?” she asked lightly, looking as dainty as a daisy. They were alone in the throne room, or as alone as they'd ever get, servants omnipresent and perpetually underfoot. Like rats, she thought.

      He scowled at her over his scepter, a gold-plated staff two-and-a-half feet long, capped with a platinum-filigreed halo, which served to house a somewhat-plain looking two-inch silver cube. “No, it's not open defiance, as if we didn't have enough of that already.” His gaze was on his own satin-clad foot.

      Her satin slippers, embroidered with gold and silver thread in the shapes of roses, glinted in the evening light.

      “It's more an undercurrent, but a strong one, a shift in the pillars that hold the Empire aloft.”

      “Sounds grave, Father. No doubt a concern easily addressed.” She smoothed an imaginary wrinkle from the sleeve of her silk blouse.

      “If only I knew where to look! I'd place the Armada on alert, but I haven't an inkling of what to tell Admiral Camelus to look for.” A shudder shook him. “When I look around the room, I see the legacy of my forebears, and I'm invigorated to build upon their achievements,” Emperor Phaeton intoned. “And when I look upon you, my dear daughter, I desire to extirpate any hint of resistance, that you may rule unhindered when I'm gone.”

      She glanced around the room, busts of her forebears lining the walls. For twelve hundred years, the Torgas lineage had held sway over half the galaxy, occasional rebellions flaring at the edges but nearly all put asunder quickly.

      “I hear you had something akin to a fit this morning?”

      She drew a sharp breath. Of course he knew about that, she reminded herself. The cube tells him everything.

      “The cube tells me everything.”

      It was an open secret that this alien cube was the source of Torgassan power.

      “I don't know what happened, Father. I was brushing my hair out in my dressing room and …” She looked at him bewildered. “Remember that time you ghosted me? That's almost what this felt like. I was in a ship galley, small and cramped, a bowl with the leavings of some mush beside me, and a girl's voice called from around the corner …” She shook her head, unable to recall what the girl had said.

      They both looked at the cube mounted on the scepter.

      The alien artifact functioned by reading the minute variations in electrical fields introduced by human thought. At its wielder's behest, it also injected electrical field perturbations in resonance with the brain's neuro-electrical activity, able to do so irrespective of distance.

      Which was how her father had known.

      These electrical fields were known as Gaussian fields, and the device was called a Gaussian Holistic Oscillating Subliminal Tesseract, but it was usually referred to by the acronym, GHOST. Thus the origin of the term. Whenever the Emperor wanted to know something or to influence someone, he simply ghosted them.

      Their gazes met over the top of the scepter.

      “Is there another cube, Father?”
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      The next morning, Jack got Misty and himself some breakfast, and then Jack looked into the cube to find out what the Imperial Patrol was doing.

      Slowly, its sides lost their reflectivity and an image formed.

      The cabin of the Imperial Patrol vessel.

      “—no sign of activity. Maybe he's laying low until we get distracted,” one said.

      “With that long a criminal record, I'd say he doesn't know when to lay low. What about that girl, the one he was with on the monitors?”

      “What about her?”

      “Think we should report her to Captain Jenks? He did say to report any suspicious planetside activity immediately.”

      “What's suspicious about a girl? Especially a native brat?”

      The other patrol officer was silent a moment, looking pensive. “This scavenger is a loner. She's clearly a ground-dog. Doesn't make sense, their pairing up like that.”

      “There you go thinking again.”

      “What do you suppose happened that he'd want immediate reports? He's never expressed the slightest interest in this sector, much less the planet itself.”

      The other man extended a hand toward a tactiface, moved a few manipules until data spilled down the screen. “ 'Canis Dogma Five, former Capital of the Circian Empire, whose last remnants collapsed in three hundred BTE'—over fifteen hundred years ago—'after ruling the galaxy for nearly a millennium.' ” His eyes scanned the fountain of text.

      “Maybe it's Torgassan Paranoia,” said the other man. Clearly from one of the subjugated worlds, he wore a Torgassan Patrol uniform, swore fealty to the Torgassan Emperor, got paid out of the Torgassan coffers, but was no more Torgassan than his shipmate.

      “Listen to this: 'Despite numerous attacks by rival empires, the Circians fought very few wars. The fifty or so naval engagements they are known to have had all ended in the surrender or negotiated capitulation of their opponents. They were never the victor by means of the outright defeat of their enemies.' ” He turned to his companion. “Now, that's influence!”

      Influence that Emperor Torgas wished he had, Jack was thinking.

      “Influence that Emperor Torgas wished he had,” said the other man, his face empty of expression.

      Jack jumped, and the cube turned silver again.
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        * * *

      

      “They don't look very friendly.”

      Jack wasn't about to let that stop him. They stood on a cracked and pitted major boulevard six blocks north of Misty's tower apartment, surrounded by rag-clad natives, each bearing a weapon, every weapon aimed at them.

      After they'd eavesdropped on the Imperial Patrol, they had set out to find the other natives of Canis Dogma Five. They'd followed the wide boulevard, an occasional skeleton of toppled skyscraper blocking their path. They'd have made better time if they hadn't had to climb through the detritus. The boulevard itself was a veritable forest but a pygmy one, the thin, scraggly trees barely eking out nutrients from the rock-hard surface, most of them sprouting from seams.

      Jack held out his hands to show they were empty. “I come to ask a favor. My name is Jack.”

      A large man with a heavy spear and even heavier gut replied, “You fell from the stars two nights ago, and the Imperial Patrol looks for you. Why shouldn't we sell you to them?”

      “Because I helped this girl bury her grandfather, Augustus Circi.”

      The man lowered the spear. “The old man finally died?”

      “About two weeks ago,” Misty told him.

      “I'm sorry for you loss,” the heavy man said. “We honor those who help with our dead. Thank you, stranger Jack who fell from the stars. Come, and ask you favor in private. Away from the Patrol's prying eyes.” He looked overhead as if expecting a patrol craft any moment, then signaled to the group.

      Warriors melted into the surroundings like wraiths.

      “I'm Xerxes, and my home is this way.” He gestured to an alley between derelict buildings that looked none too inviting.

      As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Jack realized it was free of the detritus that littered the rest of the ruins. The smells of dank and dusty decay were absent too. Misty followed obediently at his elbow. The alley turned into a tunnel, then a corridor, and beyond a heavy curtain, an abode, the scents of home and food unmistakable.

      “There she is,” said a woman's voice. “Didn't I tell you, Xerk, that we'd be seeing the waif? How are you, my girl? Misty, isn't it? I'm your great aunt once removed, Gertrude. You can just call me Trude.” Her manner was just as robust as her girth and her voice. If her man was large then she was larger.

      Trude was a good name for her, Jack was thinking.

      “That's Princess Misty,” the girl said, a hand to her hip and her shoulder thrust forward. “And I'm anything but a waif!”

      “Anything but is for certain, no question there. And who's the gentleman escort, your Highness?” From anyone else, it might have been mockery, but from Trude it actually sounded respectful.

      “Captain Jack,” Misty said, “this is my Great Aunt Trude, once removed.”

      “Enchanted,” Jack said, inclining his head.

      “Mutual, Captain, and welcome.”

      “And you were right,” Xerxes said to his wife. “Augustus is dead.”

      “Now wasn't that what I was sayin'?” she asked in an “I-told-you-so” voice. “Knew it was comin', Princess, as he hadn't been well.”

      “Jack helped me put him to rest,” Misty said, “and then brought me here.”

      “And a right thing, too,” Trude said, looking Jack over again. “A good deed sometimes gets rewarded. Anything we can do, just you name it.”

      “Um …” Jack looked around the lodgings, the walls clean if dingy with smoke from ill-ventilated fires, the carpets threadbare if in good repair, the furniture crude but looking comfortable even so, the walls riddled with cubbies full of useful items. “There is something I'd like to ask of you both. I brought Misty here not knowing of her relation, just knowing she needs care—care I can't give just yet. If I may ask—”

      “But Jack,” Misty cried, “you said you'd take me to the palace!” She looked as if about to weep.

      “And I will,” he protested, “if your aunt and uncle are willing, but I need a few days.” He saw she wasn't believing him. “You know—to make arrangements.”

      “For what? We don't need arrangements! I'm the Princess!”

      “But even the Princess needs the proper attire, Misty. You said so yourself. And it's much more proper and fitting if you received an invitation to the palace. Getting one will take a little time.” Not bad, Jack thought to himself. I should confabulate more often, I'm pretty good at it.

      Her face scrunched in disbelief. “But why should I stay here? How are you going to know if the clothes will fit if I don't go with you?”

      “Well, I've got some trading to do before I'll have any money to buy the clothes. I'll be back in a few days.” She still looked doubtful, so he added, “I promise.”

      She seemed to relent, then looked sad. “You sure you'll come back?”

      “I'm sure,” he said with quiet confidence.

      “Oh good,” she said, suddenly brightening, and then threw herself into his arms.

      He couldn't help but embrace her. He didn't quite know how else to respond, but the warmth he felt deep inside made the whole trip worthwhile.

      “He'll still have to get our permission, your Highness,” Trude said softly.

      “Of course,” Misty said lightly, looking up at Jack with a smile that melted away all doubt he had about returning.
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        * * *

      

      In retrospect, lodging the girl with her relative Circians had gone far more smoothly than he could have imagined.

      Making his departure far more difficult than he could have imagined.

      As Jack trudged doggedly back to the way he'd come, doubts gnawed at him.

      I should go back for her, he thought a hundred times en route to his ship.

      I'll miss her too much, he thought.

      How can I do this to her? he wondered, his guilt adding to his indecision and regret.

      Once you leave, you'll never return for her, he remonstrated himself. You never planned to return for her in the first place, he thought in self-recrimination.

      The thought of her being left in the care of strangers was so reminiscent of how he had once felt as an abandoned orphan that Jack burst into tears and almost turned around on the spot.

      He tore his gaze from over his shoulder and forced himself to continue southward, his surroundings blurry. A bystander might have thought him injured he wailed so disconsolately.

      Back at his ship, hidden under a building at the base of a chute leading up the boulevard, Jack checked for signs of tampering or attempts at forced entry. Seeing none, he disarmed the gene-lock.

      The ship did a quick gene analysis, then opened the hatch.

      In the copilot's chair sat Misty.

      “How…?” Between his befuddlement, relief, joy, and dismay, Jack didn't know what to say.

      She looked abashed, as thought he might punish her.

      Instead, he knelt at her feet and buried his head in her lap, weeping uncontrollably and protesting how terribly grateful he was that she'd disobeyed him and begging abjectly for her forgiveness.

      “We'd better get going,” she said sometime later.

      He nodded mutely, wondering how he'd become enamored of her so quickly and why she had such faith in a terrible scoundrel like him. He also wondered how he could act such a fool and engage in such lugubrious buffoonery.

      He looked over at her from the pilot's chair. “I'm not a very good person sometimes.”

      She looked ancient in her nine, elongated years. “You're always a good person, but your choices aren't always good.”

      He dropped his gaze to the controls, remembering what awaited them. He still didn't know how they were going to evade the Imperial Patrol, but he sensed he'd probably use the cube.

      Setting it on the console, he gazed at it silvery sides, which promptly dissolved into iridescent rainbows. The patrol cabin materialized, the two officers scanning their instruments.

      “Why do you suppose the Captain wants these ground-dog travels documented? What a waste of resources!”

      “There you go thinking too much,” the other one replied.

      “And why electromagnetic activity? They don't have electricity. All we'll get on that is background static.”

      Jack looked at Misty.

      “Concentrate on disappearing,” she said.

      He wrinkled his brow, remembering how he'd influenced them before as they stood outside the culvert, debating whether to go in after the two evaders.

      “I wonder where that scavenger went. You think he's still groundside?”

      “We'd know if he wasn't. A ship that size leaves a trail visible from the primary. Don't worry, we'll see it easily from geosynch.”

      You think I'm gone already, Jack thought.

      “You know what I think? Gone already.”

      You think I have a cloak, Jack thought.

      “If I were him, I'd have a ship-cloak. Probably has contraband aboard right now. I don't think we'll see him at all.”

      “I think you're right. I think he's long since gone.”

      Jack powered up the ship. The hum of finely-tuned engineering vibrated the seat beneath him. Hold that thought! he thought, you won't see me at all!

      He steered the ship out of its subterranean parkway space and pointed it at the stars.

      Aboard the Imperial Patrol, sensors alarms began to flash, blaring their warnings at the two slack-jawed, empty-eyed patrolmen.

      Jack engaged the main engine and launched the ship skyward. Two incognizant patrolmen watched without a twitch as their monitors tracked the Salvager.

      Just get us off planet, he told the cube. Once in space, he could evade with a series of random hops.

      Misty watched placidly, if attentively, from the co-pilot's chair.

      As they hit the ionosphere, a thought occurred to Jack: “How did you get past the gene-lock?” He turned to stare at Misty.

      Wide-eyed, she blinked at him.

      “Bogey, bearing eight-one-nine, engage!” The patrolmen came to life.

      “We've been spotted!” Jack picked the Vulpecula system at random and dropped the ship into an evasion pattern.

      Just before the first hop, the ship slewed.

      “Tractor beam” flashed on the screen, and Jack cursed.

      The stars blanked out and a new set replaced them, but the patrol clung tenaciously.

      “Come on, baby, shake 'em!”

      The stars blanked again, and a fiery sun appeared a parsec away. “Tractor beam” continued to flash.

      “You're under arrest,” blared their speakers, the patrol using an override to commandeer the Scavenger's com system.

      “Kiss my black hole!” Jack said, reversing the polarity to the hull in the hopes of breaking the tractor beam's hold.

      The ship hopped again, and they appeared inside a nebula briefly, the thick plasmas nearly sending the shields into overload, but also weakening the tractor beam further.

      The next hop took them to the Seven Sisters, and the “tractor beam” warning died.

      “We did it!” Jack said, exulting, but he let the ship complete three more random hops before he was sure.

      On the fourth hop, the Tuscana constellation appeared around them, and Jack powered down the ship, leaving on only the passive sensors. Without engines or other active systems, they would look like a derelict floating aimlessly in space.

      Jack looked at the cube.

      The silver surface stared back at him blankly.

      Just in case, he willed them to be transparent.

      The cube surface turned black.

      “I knew you could do it, Jack!” Misty said with a squeal.

      “We did it, or at least I think we did. Just to make sure, we'll wait awhile. Let's get something to eat while we wait,” he told Misty, “and then we gotta sell that hold full of junk before I can take you to Torgas Prime.”
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      They walked the long avenue leading into the city of Perth on the garbage planet Corolla Tertius in the constellation Coronis Australis. On either side of the avenue stood slatted fences, little obscuring what lay beyond them. Mountains of junk soared in haphazard profusion, eclipsing any sight of the horizon. The gray, sultry sky seemed inadequate to contain the voluminous discard, the detritus of a hundred thousand occupied worlds.

      Corolla Tertius had been Jack's first stop after stowing away on the garbage scow from Alpha Tuscana when he was twelve years old. Undeniably, the garbage planet held a comforting familiarity for him.

      The mountains of refuse on either side of the avenue appeared to be moving. Upon closer inspection, the refuse itself wasn't actually moving, but hordes of scavengers were. The gleaners, they were called, picking through recently-dumped scow-loads of garbage for materials that might be recycled or reused.

      Jack had been among them when he'd first arrived on Corolla Tertius, happy to explore what had been dumped here as garbage. One person's junk …

      “How come we're walking?” Misty asked, flitters whizzing past both ways on the avenue.

      “'Cause Jack can't even afford a taxi, much less all the gowns, jewels, staff, and what-not that an arriving princess will be expected to wear, not to mention the fuel needed to get to Torgas Prime.” The stench of garbage on either side was nearly overpowering.

      She glared at him from under her brow.

      “I said I'd get you there, right?” he asked, annoyed.

      “Yeah?” Her voice looped upward, the question audible.

      “So you can trust me to do that, Princess Misty Circi, or you can ask someone else.” He didn't expect her to understand all the variables and hurdles, but he did expect her to have some patience.

      “All right, I just might.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her, stepping around what was clearly a gear casing for a landing strut. Must've fallen over the fence, he thought, the fence bulging precariously from the weight of junk it tried to contain. “Just might what?”

      “Trust you,” she said, smiling with that perfect, classic face.

      A face that opened the joy in his heart. He didn't know why, but just looking at her gave him hope and instilled in him a sense of redemption and purpose.

      He'd had little enough of all three in his life.

      Ahead was a warefront—the front of a warehouse—whose shoddy appearance lent itself to the idea that it might have grown out of the junk behind it. The smell wasn't any better inside than out.

      A weather-beaten, toothless derelict looked up from a glasma counter in better shape that he was. “That you, Jack?”

      “Sure is, Busby. Look at you, workin' the counter. Moving up in the galaxy!”

      The two men embraced. “What brings you back, boy?” He threw his working eye toward the girl, the glasma one remaining fixed to Jack's face.

      Jack was surprised he had a prosthetic. Only then did he notice that the iris was a vertical almond-shape, probably from a stuffed, big-game cat. “This here's Misty.”

      “I'm a princess!” she piped up.

      Busby giggled openly. “What'd you do, Jack, marry a Queen?” He threw his head back and laughed, blackened stubs where teeth should have been. His face had the puckered lemon look of the chronic edentulous.

      “Not quite,” Jack replied. “Hey, I got a half-a-load I need to sell. What's your rate today?”

      Busby's hand shot up toward the sign, the forefinger missing its last joint.

      “A quarter galacti per ton? Last I was here it was four bits, twice that.”

      “It's the market, Jack. You know the song and dance.”

      Every choreographed step of it. At that price, he wouldn't even fill his tank. He didn't have much hope of cajoling Busby to up his payout.

      Misty tugged on his sleeve.

      He looked down at her, saw her glance toward his pocket. Could I use the cube and have him triple his price? he wondered excitedly.

      The swirling misery inside Busby's head flooded through Jack.

      He stopped himself. Busby had taken Jack under his wing when the twelve-year-old orphan had been dumped from the garbage scow with the rest of its refuse, had shown him how to spot valuable glean, how to keep from being sucked into giving away what he'd collected, how to outsmart the other gleaners, who were as likely to steal his pickings as to find their own.

      “Show old Busby your teeth,” Jack whispered, nodding toward the trash collector and hoping he didn't get jealous.

      Misty looked at Busby, smiling slowly, widening it until a full rictus had plastered her face.

      Busby laughed again, joy in his eyes. “I can't tell you how good it is to see you, boy, how much I enjoyed having you at my side. How about four tenths per ton, Jack? I could do that for you.”

      “What a charmer,” Jack told Misty as they were climbing into the taxi outside. To celebrate, they went to the fanciest restaurant on Perth.

      Shredded banners hung limp in the stench-filled breeze, a stench replaced by the smell of roast beast, when the wind was right. The warped and stained wooden benches barely held their weight as they wolfed down real food, probably made from the pig-sized rodents who fought with the gleaners over loads newly dumped from the bellies of scows, the roast beast a far sight better than the flavored mush synthed aboard the ship and served in their own edible bowls.

      Downtown Perth looked little different from the outskirts. The buildings were taller and the streets were cleaner, but the architecture was similar if more chic. Fancy dilapidation, the motif was called, a high-class garbage dump.

      Under a statue of Captain James Stirling, who'd named Perth in the 110th century following the Diaspora, Jack and Misty fed the birds their leftovers, giggling and watching the antics as pigeons and seagulls fought over the scraps. These citified birds were far smaller version of the ones who flocked above the dumps in all directions around Perth, scattering only when a scow descended from the skies.

      The inscription under the statue amused them both: “In the name of God, the Father, and his Majesty King George III, I do hereby consecrate this ground as the first free settlement in all of Coronis Australis, may its residents long enjoy clean living.”

      “Do you think he knew it'd be one big garbage dump?” Misty asked, and they both dissolved in laughter.

      Jack stopped suddenly, sitting up, the feeling of being watched dropping dread like a lead weight into his bowels.

      Half a dozen people strolled leisurely through the square. Streets bordered all four sides, their sidewalks somewhat crowded.

      There, at one corner, a man looking away. At another corner, a woman browsing something in her hand a bit too intently. Jack didn't need to look toward the other two corners.

      “We're being watched,” Misty said.

      He still found it disconcerting how well she knew his thoughts.

      “Who are they?”

      “Oh, variety of possibilities. Maybe the collection company hired by my first wife to get her spousal support. Half a dozen worlds think I owe them various fines—I've never been arrested on Corolla Tertius, I swear—so it can't be here. And well, I am a few months late on my Salvager payments. Come on.” He stood and strode aggressively toward the man who'd looked away.

      They despised confrontation, these collection agents. It was what they least expected and most feared. A hostile target was a dangerous target. Oh, yeah, they call them recipients, Jack thought. Euphemistic confabulation.

      Misty a step behind him, Jack strode resolutely at the man.

      He half-turned as though interested in something else.

      Jack collided with him, knocking him to the ground. “Sorry,” he said. He wasn't and kept on walking, crossing the street and turning west toward the spaceport.

      He ventured a look back.

      The man and two collection companions stood watching him from the corner, brushing the dirt off him.

      Jack took the next turn, walked half a block, loped up an alley, then stepped to the curb and hailed a taxi.

      “That happen often?” Misty asked, settling in the back seat beside Jack.

      “Makes life interesting,” he said. “They'll probably have agents at the spaceport. Only way they could have tracked me here was my landing. They're all public information.”

      “All landings?”

      “Listen, kid, I don't make enough money to bribe every space traffic controller who happens to handle my landing requests. We'll have to think of some way to avoid them. I know you don't have much experience in this type of thing but if you've got ideas, I'd like to hear them.” If this is that same collection agency, he thought, they probably know most of my tricks.

      “Since they probably know most of your tricks, it'll have to be something original.”

      He snorted, bemused by her. “You a mind-reader, kid?”

      “My name's Misty, and it's Princess Misty to you, Mister.”

      Jack roared with laughter, loving her cheek.

      “You want any help or not?” she asked in mock pique.

      “Of course, my Lady Princess Misty.” He inclined his head toward her.

      “That's what I thought, so check the cheek, pal.”

      “Yes, m'lady.”

      They shared a laugh as the taxi pulled to a stop across from the spaceport entrance, as instructed.

      Duty free shops selling mostly memorabilia crowded the area outside the spaceport entrance. Why memorabilia might be marketable on a planet as forgettable as Corolla Tertius was a mystery to Jack. He ducked into a shop to browse.

      He checked his palmcom to see if the Scavenger had been refueled yet. In a hurry to leave, he hadn't had the chance to alert the dockmaster. He keyed in the request, and an autoreply alerted him to a twenty-minute wait.

      “How does this look?” Misty had draped a boa over her shoulders. It trailed to her feet in a cascade of glittery tendrils, like a furry worm.

      A display of mock official uniforms stood behind her.

      Jack smiled. We've got a little time, he thought.
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      I hoped she can do this, Jack thought, following Misty at a respectful five paces, a manservant cap pulled low over his brow, a uniform-looking suit decking him from head to toe, sans insignia.

      They'd fashioned a tiara from a bracelet, found a sequined evening gown to modify to her size, and snatched the red pumps from a girl-sized doll.

      She erased his every doubt in the first encounter.

      “Boy,” she said to the youngish valet at one concourse door, “My fool servant—” she gestured vaguely over her shoulder in Jack's direction —“has not only lost my port pass and credentials, he didn't even have the wherewithal to alert my father, King Quantus of Fornacis Secondus, of my predicament. Can you show him what competence is and get me a shuttle out to my yacht, please?”

      The valet perked right up. “Certainly, Lady—”

      “Princess Misty Circi,” she said, and then turned on Jack. “Fool!”

      He cringed obediently.

      The valet jumped to do her bidding.

      As they were en route to the posh side of the spaceport, Misty asked the shuttle driver to take them to the opposite end, where all the independent traders were relegated. The driver glanced askance at her.

      “The fool servant of mine even forgot where we parked!” She cuffed him for emphasis, sitting behind him in the back seat.

      The driver threw a pitying glance in Jack's direction and banked the flitter.

      “Right here is fine, driver.”

      They'd seen a shadowy figure slouched against a landing strut two spaces over from the Salvager. Their paltry disguises weren't likely to work on people who had a profile on Jack. Their disguises might be thick, but that profile was pretty thick, too.

      “All right, miss genius, what now?” Jack asked, peering toward the Scavenger from behind a cargo transport five spaces over. They'd spotted two additional collectors surveilling the Scavenger.

      “Why don't we walk right up to the ship and say it's under contract to King Quintus?”

      “They'll recognize me, even in this suit,” he replied.

      “Not if you exert a little influence.”

      “Eh? What do you mean?” He saw her glance at his pocket. He kept forgetting about the cube. And he didn't owe these hired pests an electron's worth of anything, unlike Busby, who'd helped him out when he was young. “All right, let's try it.”

      She led the way.

      He admired how good she was. Stars above, what am I thinking? She should be practicing her social graces, not trying to finagle her way past a debt collector!

      Cap down, gaze on her feet five paces ahead, he followed.

      The nearest surveiller intercepted them at the Scavenger hatch.

      “Jack who? You must have the wrong ship. The one's under contract to King Quintus of Fornacis Secondus. There are at least three other ships here named 'the Scavenger.' And at least two others by the name of 'Salvager.' Get out of my way!”

      You don't see me, Jack thought, feeling the bewilderment. You must be mistaken. Check your records.

      “Uh, pardon, your Ladyship, I must be mistaken. I'll check my records. You would mind waiting white I do so?”

      “Sorry, I'm already late. If this idiot servant of mine hadn't lost my port pass and credentials, I'd have left long ago. A princess can't get decent help these days, I swear!” She kicked Jack in the shin. “Dolt!”

      He cringed and cowered, holding his leg, and hopped over to the gene-lock to palm it.

      The surveiller stepped aside. “Pardon, Lady Princess.”

      They stepped into the ship, and the hatch slid closed.

      They fell into their seats, laughing to the point of tears, and Jack started the preflight checklist.

      “You were wonderful, Misty!” he said, guiding the ship into orbit, still giggling.

      “I was, wasn't I?” she said, grinning at him. “I'll make a damn fine princess!”

      He wondered where she'd learned to curse like a sailor.
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      The first place they stopped after leaving the garbage planet was Denebi in the Summer Triangle, near the red giant Vulpeculae. Sometimes known as Alpha Cygni, Denebi was a blue-white supergiant that bathed its fifteen planets with such bright light that humans lived under polarized domes only on the outer three planets. Denebi III, their destination, was a cold if well-lit ball of rock and ice with barely enough oxygen to sustain life. At a half-grav, it was an easy landing for even the bulkiest and most awkward of craft.

      “Why are we stopping here?” Misty asked.

      “I got an old associate who might be interested in some merchandise. Low gravity planets make better transshipment points, so this is a commerce center for almost all settlements in the Summer Triangle.”

      “Doesn't feel much like summer,” she muttered.

      “You stay here and mind yourself,” Jack told her. “Keep yourself locked in the ship and don't open the door for strangers.”

      “Why can't I go with you?”

      “This old associate of mine likes kids—dipped in chocolate for dessert. I won't be long.”

      She made a face at him and returned up the gangway at his bidding.

      Jack retracted it remotely and locked the hatch with the gene lock. He was still puzzled how she'd gotten past it on Canis Dogma Five.

      He closed the cargo hatch and shouldered the bundle of exotic goods he'd put together to sell, the bulging satchel easily five times his weight. Without the satchel, he'd have had a difficult time walking in the low gravity.

      The spaceport tarmac was littered with variegated ships, from yachts to deep-space cruisers, the bulk of them freighters. Salvagers like his were scarce, the densely-populated Summer Triangle having been consistently occupied, even in the long interregnum between the Circi and Torgassan Empires. There wasn't much junk around to salvage.

      He found a carrier at the spaceport edge and rented it with nearly his last galacti.

      “Where you gonna sell that load o' junk?” the clerk asked him.

      Jack frowned at the jibe. “I get a discount for letting you insult me?”

      The carrier groaned and wheezed under the weight but followed him obediently, its rear blades sliding smoothly across the perma-frost ground. Cornering was difficult, the momentum wanting to carry off the carrier.

      He wound his way through the markets, puffs of icy air above hucksters who offered up their wares to the crisp atmosphere, each breath freezing instantly to a glitter, lit by the bright blue primary like jewels.

      Passing smoke shops and shoot shops, snort stops and shot stops, Jack felt the yearning for a lungful of comfort. Not until I make the sale, he told himself doggedly. And what about her? he asked himself yet again.

      What about her? he replied to his own question, daring himself to think the unthinkable.

      I can't think about her right now, he told himself. While he didn't think about her, another part of his brain plotted how he could rid himself of the pesky girl.

      The unassuming storefront declared in inch-high letters the underwhelming presence who might be found beyond the door: “R. Delphin, Proprietor.”

      Leaving his carrier behind, Jack pushed into the shop.

      The interior was immaculate. Glasma cases displaying fine antiques lined both sides of the shop. The walls displayed stills of other antiques that had once graced the premises. An old man with half a cybernetic head peered at fine stones through a high-precision oculus. He wore a sterile white coat and white satin gloves. Even his shoes were draped with sterile white cloth.

      “Stop right there. You need decontamination.”

      Behind the door was a small decom stall. Jack stepped dutifully inside; the machine hummed and whined, and he tried not to think about the years it was taking off his life. When he stepped from the stall, the cube in his pocket felt warm. Why's it warm? he wondered.

      “Jack Carson, Junkster Extraordinaire,” Delphin said, looking him up and down, as if appraising his market value.

      “Richard, how very good to see you,” Jack said, his enthusiasm sounding forced even to him, he who lacked all nuance.

      Delphin looked over Jack's shoulder. “What monstrosity are you attempting to off on me this time, Carson? I don't want any, by the looks of it from here.” The proprietor turned his oculus on Jack.

      “I'm not here to sell that. I got something else, requires privacy.” He let his eyebrow rise a bit.

      “What about that?” He stabbed a finger over Jack's shoulder. “You take your eyes off it, it'll be gone.”

      “Good riddance.” He might have shrugged, his voice nonchalant. “It got me here.”

      Delphin's oculus scanned Jack from head to toe and gasped. “I've never seen one of those. This way, Carson.” He spun and led the way to the rear, turned into a nearly hidden doorway. “Boy, mind the shop. In fact, put out the sign and lock the door.”

      A rag-haired urchin ducked past Jack, steering clear of both men nimbly.

      “Caught him trying to purloin a trinket,” Delphin said, leading Jack into a small laboratory. “He's working off his debt. Better that than being sentenced to three years hard labor on a garbage planet.” The oculus riveted itself to a gadget that looked quite similar to the one that adorned Delphin's head. “Put the cube there, on that platter.”

      A mounted platter occupied the center island.

      Jack put the cube on the platter, its iridescent sides swirling ominously.

      Delphin swung the larger, ceiling-mounted oculus around and positioned its gargantuan lens just above the cube. The smaller oculus attached to his head also peered inquisitively at the alien device. The man's hands danced across the controls.

      The lights dimmed and a bright beam pierced the dark, the cube emanating no light itself. A dull, distant whine originated somewhere.

      Jack wondered whether the images he'd seen on its sides had been projected from somewhere inside the cube, or whether the cube had put the images into his visual cortex. Its sides began to swirl.

      “Where'd you get it?”

      “Canis Dogma Five.” Jack didn't have the subtlety to prevaricate.

      Delphin gasped and swiveled his oculus toward him. “How'd you evade the patrols? That place is locked down tighter than a casino vault. Latitude and longitude?”

      Jack told him and added, “The former Capital of the Circian Empire.”

      The oculus swiveled back to the cube. “How much are you asking?”

      Jack's initial thought, en route, had been to get it appraised, but Delphin was already asking how much, and clearly wanted to buy it. Jack thought of a price and doubled it, then doubled it again, then for good measure quintupled that. “Fifty million galacti, ten percent now, the remainder once you've verified its authenticity.”

      “Done,” Richard Delphin, proprietor of fine antiquities, said immediately.

      “Cash,” Jack added.

      The hesitation was brief. “Of course.”

      Five million galacti cash was an inordinate sum. The trinket that the boy had tried to steal couldn't have been worth ten galacti. The baubles at the front of Delphin's shop were rarely worth more.

      “I'll need a few minutes to make arrangements, of course.”

      “Of course,” Jack replied, his feet barely touching the ground. Five million galacti was five million galacti. Even if Delphin stiffed him for the balance, Jack was independently wealthy for the rest of his life.

      Delphin left him there to secure the money, turning on the lights as he stepped from the room.

      The profusion of equipment lining the walls held no interest for Jack. The cube under high magnification on the platter had grown quiescent, its sides a dull pewter.

      I didn't want to be Emperor anyway, Jack thought, the idea still as ludicrous as any he'd entertained. He remembered as a child—orphaned early and begrudgingly cared for until he'd stowed away on a garbage scow at age twelve—how he'd dreamt of achieving a position of power and helping all orphaned children to find a home. Jack had shared his dream with only one person, Cherise, a fellow orphan, whose prepubescent beauty bespoke the breathtaking comeliness she would acquire as an adult. To his surprise, she hadn't laughed at his dreams and instead had told him how much she admired him. Her joining the other entertainers had ultimately led to Jack's departure.

      Looking at the alien cube, which had promised him the power to change the universe, Jack felt a distant, muted sadness.

      He attributed his sadness to having left Cherise in the clutches of the old harpy who'd run the Southern Birds, but something about the cube on the platter…

      I'm independently wealthy, he told himself, why don't I feel ecstatic?

      The sense of an opportunity lost wouldn't leave him, but it was done. He'd made the transaction. There was no turning back.

      Jack looked again at the cube, at its ugly pewter color, at its flat sides, and at its slightly beveled edges. Dull and unattractive. Just like Jack.

      Well, maybe I'm more than dull, he thought. It would be a disservice to all ordinary-looking people to call me unattractive. He didn't need a mirror to see the bulbous nose, the recessed chin, the beetle brow, the buck teeth, the sunken cheeks. The closest he might aspire to an Imperial position was court jester, but his wit was as dull as his looks. It would be generous to describe his intellect as a dearth of cognition.

      Jack sighed. No, he thought, I could never be Emperor.

      Delphin came bustling back in with a satchel. “You sure you want it in cash?”

      Jack nodded. He had a knife in his boot and knew how to use it wicked fast. It wouldn't stop a blaster to his back, but he'd manage. He'd developed a sense for danger, an intuition for intrigue. “I'll be all right. Which way's that back door?” He grabbed the satchel.

      “You don't want to count it?”

      “No,” Jack said flatly.

      Delphin shrugged and led him down a cluttered corridor.

      Beyond it was an alley. Jack went deeper into the alley, picked a door at random—the back door to a small, indoor shopping mall—and walked toward the front.

      He stopped at a boutique for a change of clothes. Remembering to remove the tags, he donned them and left the boutique.

      Lightheaded, and much lighter in spirit, Jack started back toward the spaceport, the frosty ground crunching beneath his feet.

      A smoke shop called his name.

      Not with all this cash in hand, he told himself.

      Just one to celebrate, and then I'll take the cash to the ship, he thought.

      No, not even one! he remonstrated himself.

      Before he knew it, he found himself asking for a booth in the back, positioning himself so he could see the front door. “Your finest, please,” Jack said.

      While the waiter went to fetch it, Jack dug into the satchel. The smallest domination was a thousand-galacti chit.

      It'll do, Jack thought.

      The waiter returned with a bowl of smoke. The pipe was a blue glasma tulip whose petals arced out gently and gracefully from a glowing center, its stem serving both as a platform and as the inhaling tube. In the center was a dusty, dun-brown ball of c-grade smoke.

      “I said, 'your finest,' ” Jack repeated, glancing at the chit.

      In an instant, Jack was staring at the best smoke he'd even seen. Tears of resin beaded on the cluster, and the sweet smell clotted his nostrils. Already the entire establishment knew, the aroma pervading the place. Jack felt their eyes; he was glad he'd put the satchel on the bench beside him, out of sight below the table.

      Jack took a practice breath, and then put his lips to the stem. The young waiter held up the burner. Jack bade him to wait and drew a lungful.

      Heavenly scents filled his lungs and euphoria settled upon him. And the stuff wasn't even lit!

      Jack signaled and exhaled, and the waiter applied the burner. All it took was a half a breath. Jack capped the glowing bowl and waved to the waiter, who left the burner.

      The smoke expanded, sending its soothing tendrils out to his fingers and toes. His scalp began to tingle, and the surroundings began to glitter. The ceiling peeled away to show him each successive floor above him, until they too rolled aside to reveal the sky, the blue-white pinprick of Denebi like a brilliant diamond so pure that its light washed the universe clean.

      The booth disappeared from around him, and he floated, the distant Imperial Capital on Torgas Prime beckoning him oddly.

      Below him, the palace sprawled across a picturesque valley on the lush, semi-tropical world. Palms sprouted in small courtyards located in unlikely places, buildings of fabulous façade interconnected with colonnaded walkways and soaring fountains. Rooftops glittered with crushed crystal, walls were inlaid with intricate mosaics, and walks were paved with marble flagstone.

      The sight of the palace shook Jack, as though physically. He'd never yearned for the sedentary, leisure life of a prince, only for the power of one, with which he might make the lives of others better. Why am I seeing this? he wondered, little interested in the trappings of royalty.

      Again the sensation of shaking, and Jack realized that someone was physically shaking him.

      The bowl of smoke, a blue glasma tulip with gently arcing petals, wobbled dangerously on the table.

      “Where's it at, Carson?”

      He put out his hand to steady the bowl. Somewhere, his brain was saying danger was imminent, but Jack just laughed.

      “I should have known. Wake him up.”

      A galaxy exploded on one side of his head, and his face spun the other. A curious thing seemed to be happening; he was feeling what could only be described in conversational terms as pain, but it had no relation to any event immediately preceding it that Jack had recognized as painful.

      A galaxy exploded on the other side of his face and his head spun back the other way.

      This was getting annoying. A person's drug-induced euphoria was sacred. Didn't they know it was extremely bad manners to interrupt such euphoria? And what person in his or her right mind would attempt to engage in a sensible discussion with someone who was by definition insensate?

      He tried to focus on the three, six, or nine faces in front of him. He couldn't tell how many there were. One was familiar in that didn't-I-just-see-you-not-long-ago type familiarity. The other two faces weren't familiar at all, but the fact that both faces sat atop bodies whose physical proportion far exceeded the human norm—and were at least double Jack's own mass—lent credence to the message his brain had been trying to deliver for at least a minute or two.

      “Where's the blasted cube, Carson?”

      His eyes focused on the middle figure, the familiar one. His brain supplied him a name: Delphin. “I left it with you,” he said—or tried to say. He was sure it was unintelligible. He was sure his brain was unintelligible.

      “What'd he say?”

      Jack tried to repeat it, his lips too loosened with drugs to form proper words. A fourth blow to his head finally penetrated to his limbic cortex, and the trickle down his cheek was sure to be blood. “I left it with you, Delphin,” he growled, giving the apes on either side of the smaller man a nasty look.

      The oculus focused on Jack's face. “It's gone, disappeared as I was examining it. I don't know what sleight of hand you performed, and I don't care. Hand me that bag.”

      One of the beef balls laid himself half across the table to grab the satchel containing the five million galacti.

      Jack wished it gone, and it was.

      “Where'd it go?!” muscle man asked.

      “The cube or the money, Carson,” Delphin said. “You don't want to know the third option. Choose!”

      “Shove a quasar up your black hole, Delphin. If you can't hold onto a cube, it's time they put you in a nursing home.” Jack realized he was furious.

      “Third option it is, then, Jack. Sorry, I can't stay to watch the show, but I don't want to lose my plausible deniability.” He turned to the muscle man to the left, the one with a brain cell. “Wait till I've left the building.” He spun and walked off.

      Jack eyed the two lumps. And the distance between them.

      “Don't even think about it,” the brain-cell said.

      “Think about what? Have a puff on me, boys,” Jack said.

      “I'm workin',” one said, “but I'll be off in about five minutes. Can I—”

      The other shoved an elbow in his gut. “That's consorting. You know what the boss says.”

      “He does it all the time.”

      “He's the boss.” The brainy one turned to Jack. “I'll put it bluntly, Cockroach—the cube, the bag, or your life. Which is it?”

      “You can put the first two into your black hole, buzzbrain, and I'll keep the third. Now, get out of my way.” Jack stood, the satchel in his hand, and took a step toward the door.

      A hand landed on his shoulder. It might have been a side of pork ribs. It spun Jack around.

      A fist the size of a comet careened toward his face.

      He pulled to one side, and the fist sailed wide.

      Another plunged for his gut.

      He turned sideways, and it whistled past.

      Quadruple cannons launched a fusillade of blows, which Jack nimbly avoided. Even as he pulled away from one, he saw the next coming, each blow close enough he felt its wind, none able to make contact.

      He wondered what he looked like to a bystander—some puppet being jerked around by its strings, he was sure. The spasm dance left him against a wall with nowhere to go. Somewhere, his brain was telling him he'd never had reflexes that good before.

      Two panting, sweating lumps of lard looked at him against the wall. If they saw the satchel in his hand, they gave no indication of it. They each threw a glance at the other and charged him.

      Jack was on the other side of them as they crashed into the wall and crumpled into a heap.

      That's one heap of flesh, Jack thought, striding out the door.

      The crowded street held no danger for him, not a single passerby seeing him. Hovercraft hummed past, and a few ground vehicles crunched across the perpetual frost. The shuffling masses somehow parted to let him by, as Jack strode, mystified, toward the spaceport.

      The commotion behind him didn't alarm him. He knew they'd probably come after him, but he was oddly convinced they'd never find him.

      He couldn't say exactly what had just happened. Rolling events through his mind, each moment after he emerged from his drug-induced stupor as clear as a glasma pane, Jack found that even he could not believe that he'd moved that fast.

      Satchel in hand, five million galacti richer, Jack strode resolutely toward the spaceport, convinced that whatever had happened, he'd somehow acquired a new destiny.

      Perpetual loser, orphan, salvage collector, thrice divorced and quadruple bankrupt, perennially getting tangled up with the authorities, and always saturated with smoke, Jack felt that somehow his life had changed.

      Maybe he'd even turned it around.

      The future opened to Jack like the spaceport between skyscrapers. Ships lifted off and dropped between multistory buildings on either side. The bright glare of engines reflected off building windows, some of them evidencing the blackening of carbon burn.

      He'd always wondered why they'd put such tall buildings around the spaceport.

      Port security didn't look up when he strode through the checkpoint. No buzzer went off when he waltzed through the scanners. No one asked for his ID or did a biometric, genescan, iris scan, retina type, bone image, E. coli match, or mitochondria sample.

      As if he didn't exist.

      “I was wondering why you were taking so long,” Misty said as he came through the hatch. “Ran into some trouble, eh?” She touched the now scabbed-over split to his cheek.

      He winced as she dressed the wound.

      “I don't know why I'm doing this,” she said, “You could just use the cube.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her. “I sold it for five million galacti.”

      The bewildered look on her face turned to amusement. “You're so funny, Jack. You know, the way you tell jokes without any change in expression, you ought to consider comedy.”

      He stared at her. “Actually, I sold it for fifty million galacti, but all I could get was ten percent in cash. It's in the satchel.” He gestured at it. “Go on, look.”

      Doubt working its way across her face, Misty knelt. “Where did you get this, Jack?” She held up a bundle of thousand galacti chits.

      “I told you, I sold the cube.”

      She giggled at him, her green eyes mischievous above her girlish grin. “Stop, Jack. You're incorrigible. You did no such thing.”

      “Yeah, I did. Why would I lie to you about something so important?” He wondered where she'd learned a word like that. Probably the ship's teacher machine, something he'd never had the discipline to use on long flights.

      She giggled again. “No, you didn't. It's in your pocket.”

      He felt the lump before his hand got there. The cube felt inert—body temperature—and swirled placidly in his hand as he brought it out.

      He stared at it, stunned.
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        * * *

      

      “You're sure?” Emperor Phaeton Torgas stared at his prime Minister, stunned.

      “I alerted you as soon as I could, your August Highness,” Custos Messium said, dropping his forehead to the floor.

      It was the fastest Torgas has seen him bow.

      The Emperor held up his scepter.

      Cradled in a circlet of platinum was a plain silver cube. If he stared at it, its sides became translucent and iridescent, as though secrets within bubbled to get out. It was a literal source of Torgassan power. With the Cube, his family had ruled half the galaxy for fifteen hundred years.

      Half ruled the galaxy, or ruled half the galaxy.

      “You're sure?” the Emperor asked, realizing he'd repeated himself.

      “I am, your August Highness.”

      Whenever they'd attempted to extend their dominion to the far side of the galactic bar, an insurrection had erupted on this side. On one occasion, during the reign of Letus XI, the Empire had given a rebellion little attention while pursuing its expansion across the bar, and very nearly had lost Torgas Prime to the rebels.

      The literal source of the Emperor's power, the cube facilitated their exercise of near-absolute dominion—to an extent.

      How the Circians had ruled the entire galaxy with the cube was a mystery, unless there was another cube or a series of cubes, as several historians had speculated.

      Rumors flared from time to time of another such cube, but none of the rumors had been substantiated.

      Phaeton stared at the cube, its mysteries predominantly hidden, like a dormant plague awaiting the right conditions before spreading its contagion through a vulnerable populace. It allowed him to delve into others' minds, no matter what their distance. To see what they saw, hear what they heard, feel what they felt, taste what they tasted, and smell what they smelt. More importantly, it allowed him to become them, to take over their minds and direct their actions, a phenomenon called ghosting.

      With ghosting, rebellions might be averted and sometimes subverted.

      “Where?”

      “Denebi III, your August Highness. An antiquities dealer of high repute, a Richard Delphin, was approached by a salvager of ill repute, a Jack Carson, who said he'd recovered it on Canis Dogma Five.”

      Emperor Phaeton went white.

      The former Capital of the Circian Empire, Canis Dogma Five was a derelict world, its surface laced with the crumbling infrastructure of a once-thriving civilization. Nearly two millennium had passed since the Circian Empire's fall, and still the successor Empire, the Torgassan, kept the Circian homeworld under close surveillance.

      For precisely this reason.

      “And the Dogma Five patrols?” the Emperor asked.

      “A curious thing, your August Highness. Not a single report of anomalous movements, unless one reviews the sensor recordings oneself. The sensors clearly indicate the descent, landing, two-day stay, and departure of this very same scavenger, but all the reports indicate only his arrival. They are glaringly mute regarding his departure. The sector commander is investigating the discrepancies. When asked, patrols and monitoring-station crews exhibit remarkable similar responses.”

      “That must be hundreds of personnel.”

      “Precisely, your August Highness.”

      “What are the responses?”

      “They mumble, 'I didn't see anything, Sir —even from those crew members with female commanders. Their eyes lose focus, their voices become flat and emotionless, and their faces lose all expression.”

      “As though they're hypnotized.”

      “Precisely, your August Highness.”

      Ten years before, just after Phaeton assumed the throne from his just-deceased father, Tilbury II, the subsector adjacent to Canes Venatici had erupted in rebellion, and in the first major test of his power, the new Emperor had ruthlessly subjugated its peoples.

      With the cube.

      He had ghosted the planet with the compulsion to bow to the least sign of Imperial rule, including the Imperial banner, a stylized depiction of the scepter in his hand.

      In the first few months after the ghosting, the populace of Venatici the Outer had spent so much time genuflecting to ubiquitous symbols of Torgassan power that their economy had ground to a halt, crops went to seed for lack of anyone to harvest them, assembly lines stood idle, transport ground to a halt, and the rebellion fizzled. Everyone spent so much time on their knees that nothing got done. The people had nearly starved.

      Served them right, too, the Emperor thought. We should have let them starve. Young and inexperienced, he'd let his ministers overrule his decision to extend them no help. Reports from the planet surface had consistently reflected the same perception: “They all look hypnotized.”

      Emperor Phaeton frowned, the Prime Minister forgotten. “Eh? What'd you say?”

      Custos Messium, a tall man who'd served Phaeton's father before him, bowed in slight apology. “Pardon, your August Highness, I meant not to disturb your thoughts,” he said, a slight smile upon his slight face above a slight form, “but this scavenger, Carson, appears to have retained the cube after purportedly selling it to the antiquities dealer. It disappeared as the dealer was examining it, and his efforts to recover it were met with an unusual level of evasion. It seems Carson made off with both the cube and the five million galacti that the dealer paid for it.”

      “You said this Carson appears to be held in low esteem. Why would a reputable antiquities dealer even entertain such a scoundrel?”

      “Why indeed, your August Highness?”

      Unless the scavenger had ghosted the dealer.

      “Where did he go?”

      “No one knows, your August Highness. Spaceport personnel are being remarkably mute on…”

      “Yes, Prime Minister?”

      “Pardon, your August Highness. Clearly the sensor data needs to be examined, as it appears the salvager hypnotized his way off planet.”

      “Clearly.” The dolt!

      “Pardon, your August Highness, if I may be excused…?”

      “Certainly.” Phaeton watched with increasing impatience as his usually sharp-witted Prime Minister removed his dull-witted self from the Imperial presence, bowing three times as he backed from the throne room.

      The scepter beckoning, Emperor Phaeton quickly forgot the man. He looked deeply at the cube's swirling sides, as though a storm brewed beneath the smooth surface. Held immobile by a platinum ring, the cube was rarely touched by human hands.

      Carefully, Phaeton released the catch and pulled aside the hinged, platinum circlet. Four of eight mounts came away.

      “Grasp it by the edges if you must handle it at all,” he remembered his father saying.

      Nearly three inches from corner to corner, the cube would easily fit between the thumb and forefinger of a normal adult human hand. What purpose or intent there'd been in its alien manufacture had long since been lost when the aliens themselves had departed from this universe.

      He placed his thumb and forefinger at those opposite corners. “The cube root of the sum of the cube of its sides is the length between the corners,” he'd been told. The slight beveling of its edges made the corners comfortable in his grip.

      He lifted it out of its mounts.

      The universe inverted, and the fabric of time warped and skewed. The weft stretched and yawed but did not break or rend. And then all of it snapped back into place.

      Where is this scavenger Carson? he asked the cube.

      Unresponsive silence was his only answer.
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      The Southern Birds sat at the end of a wooded lane outside a small metropolis on the southern hemisphere of a swampish world orbiting Alpha Tuscana. Jack could never remember the names of the lane, the city, or the planet, but the name of the establishment was forever etched into his memory.

      The brothel was where he'd grown up.

      Abandoned as an infant, he'd been given succor if not much guidance throughout his childhood by a bevy of women (and a few men) whose constant chatter frequently veered toward the bawdy banter common to such environs, the boy often forgotten as simply a constant presence underfoot. As such, Jack's education was weighted toward the idiosyncrasies of sexual behavior, the fleeting nature of relationships, the inevitable anxieties of aging, and the occasional invasion of Imperial law enforcement.

      Not comely enough to attract customers' interests—in fact, rather the opposite—Jack had been spared indoctrination into the lifestyle and had remained an observer, getting rare glimpses into a complex and often tragic world. Not alone in this unconventional upbringing, Jack was one of half a dozen such orphans, all the others female, and all of them acquired as potential apprentices.

      Misty looked quizzically toward the building as they approached. “What do they do here?”

      “They're in the entertainment business.” He'd come back on occasion since leaving at age twelve, but the last time had been nearly eight years before.

      The house was quiet as they entered, almost deathly so. Midmorning was the deepest part of their night, nearly everyone asleep. Jack wondered if his childhood friend, Cherise, were still here. He rather doubted it. She'd been exceptionally beautiful and accomplished, and that even before she arrived at the Southern Birds at four years old.

      The foyer was all etched glass and brass, shiny wood-grain floors, and gilt-framed portraits of nudes sprawled in somnolent leisure. The chandelier hung heavy and dark from three floors up.

      “May I help you?” a girl not much older than Misty asked, appearing at their elbow.

      “Uh, yes, please. I'm Jack, Jack Carson,” he said. “I'm here to see Madam Mariposa.”

      “Certainly. Please have a seat. She's not prepared for visitors, so she'll be a few minutes.”

      “Of course, and please extend my apologies for not comming ahead.”

      “Certainly. And may I know the name of our other guest?”

      Before he could stop her, Misty said, “I'm Princess Misty Circi, of Canis Dogma Five.”

      “Thank you.” The girl nodded, evincing no surprise, and retreated soundlessly the way she had come.

      Carson was the name they'd come up for him, confabulated for no other reason than he'd needed another name. Jack stepped into the reception room, where the guests chose their liaisons. A corridor blocked off by a curtain led to the “nesting rooms,” as they were known at the Southern Birds. Around the walls were couches and loveseats and chaise longues, all so overstuffed as to invite comparisons to corpulence. In the center, cordoned by velvet ropes, was the viewing area, now empty. In this area, the courtesans would parade themselves, displaying their charms and looking amongst the customers for their next assignation.

      Jack remembered with a twinge seeing Cherise parade herself for the very first time at age thirteen. A year younger than she, Jack had nearly ruined her first night in the rotation as he'd watched from the second-floor balcony. Madame Mariposa had stopped him from rushing downstairs, grabbing Cherise, and carrying her off to safety. He'd left soon after.

      “You probably shouldn't introduce yourself that way,” Jack said.

      Misty turned her big blue eyes on him. “Why not?”

      As he pondered that, imagining the thousands of political prisoners whose only crime was to oppose Emperor Torgas, and the millions who'd been slaughtered when they'd rebelled against his rule, whose worlds had been reduced to smoking cinders when their occupants had refused to capitulate to his demands. “Well, it's not safe,” he said, looking at her directly to impress upon her the gravity of what he was saying.

      He was just getting comfortable in the corpulent chair when the woman walked in.

      He knew instantly who it was and he felt flabbergasted just the same.

      “Jack.”

      That one word captured the entirety of his latency. The six most formative years of his life and their terrible culmination in having to watch his best friend and most loved companion prance and preen before a voracious audience all came rushing back to him in that one word.

      In the six months before he had left, he and Cherise had become lovers, their liaisons quick and hurried and away from the watchful eyes of Madame Mariposa.

      Cherise hadn't been around the other three times he'd visited, and he hadn't asked about her, afraid to open that door, afraid of what lay beyond.

      Jack stood to greet her, and she stepped into his arms as though twenty years hadn't passed. If only, he thought. He pulled back to look at her, blinking away tears, seeing the same youthful innocence and purity that had always taken his breath away, seeing the simple joy of life in her soul, that capacity to be here now, fully, without a thought for the past or the future, without a care but for the one she beheld.

      He knew she loved him still, as they stared into each other's eyes.

      He also knew she wasn't free to pursue that love, just as she hadn't been free twenty years ago, when they'd stolen precious moments from their owners to be with each other. “You look wonderful,” he said, his voice inaudible.

      She beamed with his admiration, blush creeping up her neckline. She wore a chemise robe over a silk camisole, both of them a deep burgundy. “It's so good to see you, Jack. I've missed you terribly.”

      He nodded. For twenty years, he'd regretted leaving. He also knew he couldn't have stayed. “You're so strong and brave. I'm sorry to have been such a coward. If I'd—”

      She shushed him with a smile and a finger across his lips. “Regrets keep us from living our lives today. Your courage has kept me going for many years, that and the joy of your companionship. You taught me just to be myself and honored me when I was completely truthful with you. Thank you.” She took his hand and cradled it to her breast.

      The empty years of his life spilled down his face. Companionship had been difficult to find, two of his three wives vulpine harpies who'd sucked his bank accounts dry. Trust had been difficult to build, even in simple transactions with other traders, a deep abiding mistrust of everyone around him undermining every exchange of goods.

      “Who's your friend?”

      “Misty, her name is Misty,” Jack said hurriedly, before the girl could respond. “We're waiting to see Madame Mariposa.”

      Cherise threw him a slight smile and turned to the girl. “Misty, I'm Cherise. Jack and I grew up together.”

      “You were really important to him, you know,” she said matter-of-factly. “And you still are.”

      Cherise threw him another look, as if to ask, “What have you been telling her?”

      Unless I've started talking in my sleep, Jack thought, wondering how she'd known.

      “Well, Madame Mariposa died a few years ago, and now, I'm Madame Mariposa. But you can call me Cherise. Come this way.”

      She led them to a door simply marked “private,” one very near the entrance. Inside, one half the room looked like the perfect sitting room, overstuffed chairs around a low table. The other half was the compound security center, multiple monitors giving glimpses of every corridor and every exit. The girl who had greeted them moved through the monitors by turn, as though physically doing rounds.

      “Morning rounds,” Cherise said.

      He saw the front stoop. “You saw us coming.”

      “But I didn't recognize you. You've changed, Jack.”

      “You're as beautiful as ever.”

      She laughed lightly and bade them to sit.

      Facing her, Jack found himself suddenly at a loss for words. He needed her help, but now all he wanted was to remain here with her. Sell the Salvager and settle down as her business and domestic partner, running the brothel and starting a family.

      “Jack's going to take me to the palace,” Misty said.

      Cherise's light laughter was little different. “It's a place everyone should visit at least once, I'm told.”

      “I'm not going there to visit. I'm going there to live.”

      “Oh, that's fabulous! It's what I'd do if I had the opportunity. But that requires an invitation from the Emperor himself. I'm too far beneath his notice to get an invitation.”

      “Jack's going to get me one.”

      Cherise turned to look at him.

      “And I will, as soon as I can.”

      “And how, might I ask, will you be doing that?” Cherise had that what-have-you-been-telling-her look again.

      “Jack's very persuasive,” Misty told her.

      “Yes, he is, isn't he?” Cherise laughed that soft, disbelieving laugh again. “And how might I help?”

      “I don't know where I'll get the wardrobe necessary to live in the palace. Whatever will I do?” Misty didn't put the back of her hand to her forehead, but she might have.

      Jack and Cherise both laughed aloud. His heart warmed to hear genuine laugher from his childhood friend.

      “Stand up,” Cherise told the girl, who did so. Then she twirled her finger, and the girl spun in a circle. “Show me a waltz.”

      Misty looked bewildered. “What's a waltz?”

      Without a blink, Cherise stood and demonstrated a few steps. “Ta, da, da, ta, da, da.”

      And Misty aped her perfectly.

      “Well, I think I have a few outfits to start with. A young woman not much more substantial than you left us abruptly a few weeks ago. Unlikely to be returning. And you'll be needing a bit more than a wardrobe, if you don't know what a waltz is. The Cherise School of Charm has its first official student. Jack, will you be joining us?”

      About all he could do was charm a cat out of a bath.

      “He's got half-a-hold of junk to offload.”

      Jack was getting annoyed, the way Misty was answering questions directed at him. He shrugged at Cherise.

      “At least stay a day, and get a little rest.”

      He saw the promise in her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Jack had two stops to make in town before going back to the Southern Birds. Both were within easy walking distance of the tarmac.

      The alley he approached looked the same as it had when Jack was twelve.

      His heart aching, Jack had come to this alley and had approached the proprietor of the hock shop, Ignatius Argonavis. The two of them had struck up a conversation on one of the man's visits to the Birds, and Jack had taken a liking to him.

      His life-long friend, Cherise, had just taken her first turn parading herself around the Southern Birds parlor.

      “Get me a berth on the next garbage scow out of here, Ig!”

      “What do you be wanting to do a fool thing like that for?”

      Young Jack had stared across the chipped glasma counter into the wrecked face of the former spacer. Both of them were a sight to sore any eye, and they'd become fast friends. Ig, as he'd insisted Jack call him, had lost part of his face and most of his left shoulder and arm to the blast of an attacking Imperial Patrol. The injury hadn't stopped the Empire from convicting him of piracy and sending him to prison for ten years, but it had ended his spacefaring days.

      “Cherise, you say?” Ig asked, his one eye searching Jack's face. “Many the tale's been told of the folly of falling in love with a whore, but—”

      “She's not a whore!” Jack insisted.

      “Of course not! Forced into it because she's an orphan like yourself. Something you'd have done if you weren't so downright repulsive.”

      “I'm not repulsive!” Jack insisted.

      “And I'm a beauty queen, too!” Ig threw his head back and roared with laughter. “But you've gone and done it in a way that's quite original,” Ig continued, as if Jack hadn't interrupted. “A fine fix, it is!”

      And Ig had gotten Jack aboard a garbage scow, but not before Jack had extracted a promise from Ig that he'd stop frequenting the Southern Birds.

      Now, twenty years later, Jack approached the same alley shop, headed for the same ill-repaired door, the sign above it in grimy letters declaring, “Argonavis Hock and Lucre.”

      Jack reflected what a fool he'd been. The rough years had followed, Jack working ship to ship, keeping to himself, avoiding trouble, staying away from smokeshops, snortshops, shootshops, drinkshops, and bodyshops, and somehow working his way to pilot, getting his license (forged), and taking out a loan to buy his own Scavenger.

      I made it work, he told himself, pushing the door open.

      The lumpy wreck behind the chipped glasma counter just grunted and mumbled, “Whatcha got?”

      “Get me a berth on the next garbage scow out of here, Ig!”

      The remaining eye swiveled toward him. “Jack!” And the old man barreled out from behind the counter and wrapped Jack with one arm.

      Quite a powerful arm. Jack gasped for breath, laughing and hugging the man back.

      “What brings you to town, boy?” Ig asked, holding Jack at arm's length to look him over, a woman peering at them from the back room.

      He could see Ig blinking back tears, and he blinked away his own. “Just comin' to see that you kept your promise about the Southern Birds. Looks to me like someone made an honest man out of you, impossible as that may seem.”

      Ig nodded vigorously, his head only coming to Jack's shoulder. “Meet the missus, Jack. Sweetie, come and meet the boy I was always tellin' you about. Jack, this is Gretchen.”

      The two greeted each other.

      “I told Ig he'd have to stop going to the Southern Birds,” Jack said, “so I guess he got married instead.”

      “That ain't stopped him,” she said, laughing as loud as Ig, her face as much a wreck as his.

      “I go to see Cherise, make sure she's all right,” Ig said. “You been out there? Runs the place now.”

      “I arrived yesterday, and Cherise looks wonderful.”

      “Aye, doesn't she?” And Ig winked at him. He turned to his wife. “I'm takin' Jack to the smoke shop. Mind the store while I'm gone, would you?”

      “Startin' early today, are you?”

      “Quit your gritching, Gretchen. This is a special occasion.”

      “Get on with ya, and be back before nightfall or I'm comin' to find you again.”

      “All right, all right!” He winked again at Jack and escorted him to the door.

      He and Ig went to Jack's second stop on the way to the spaceport.

      The place was nearly empty, and the walls reeked of old smoke and old sweat, but they greeted Ig like a conquering hero and got them a booth in the far corner where they could watch the door and the spaceport across the street.

      The smoke was harsh, dry, slightly musty, and poor quality, but Jack breathed deeply, and his stress fled him as he knew it would and a slight euphoria settled in.

      Jack calmly put his cube on the table between them, his arm beside it, blocking any view of it. “What is this thing, Ig?”

      Ig's eye went wide, and his mouth full of rotted stubs dropped open. He rubbed his perpetual three-day stubble and whistled softly. “Pre-Circian technology,” he said. With one finger he gestured Jack to put it away, an eye throwing a glance toward the smoketender.

      Jack put it in his pocket.

      “I've heard tales of like objects, traders comin' through, bedazzled looks in their eyes. A tesseract, isn't it? I seen people brought low in their search for such, dreams of untold wealth in their gaze, not a thought for their safety, their reason obliterated in their lust for power. I'm told you can read people's mind with one of those.”

      Jack met the one-eyed gaze and didn't nod. Didn't need to.

      “And change it, too.” Ig just nodded. “Quite the find. Couldn't happen to a better man.” His eye misted over, and he grasped Jack's hand cross the table. “But there's more, isn't there?”

      Jack nodded. “A girl, an orphan.”

      Ig threw his head back and laughed. “Got a thing for orphans.”

      “Moth to a candle, I guess. Anyway, the little girl thinks she's a princess, wants me to take her to the palace on Torgas.”

      The eye dropped to the table, as though to see through it to the cube in Jack's pocket. “With that in hand? Might as well be filling the coffers of the mightiest thief we know.”

      “I tried leaving her, but I felt so guilty, orphan and all.” He didn't tell Ig about her unexplained reappearance aboard his ship. “Anyway, Cherise is going to help with a wardrobe, but I got half-a-hold full of jack I need to unload.”

      “I'm a hock, not a fence,” Ig said.

      “It's not stolen, it's just junk. Salvage.”

      The eye peered at him without a waver.

      “I swear.” Jack held up a hand as if in a court of law. “Well, half-salvage.”

      Finally, the eye relented. “For you, Jack, for you, but only the salvage, all right?”

      “Thanks, Ig.”

      Somehow, Jack had extracted himself from the smokeshop before he'd become completely obliterated, but the poor quality of the smoke had helped. He suspected the shop kept its finer stash for the tourists and served its regulars its second-hand smoke.

      Silently, Jack blessed Ig for buying half his load sight unseen as he supervised its transfer from his cargo hold to the lorry, beside it a fueler pumping the Salvager's fuel tank full.

      On leaving the spaceport, Jack decided to take a detour through town. “Take me past the best place in town to get women's clothes,” he told the driver.

      “Take you past it?” the beefy hovertaxi hack asked, his jowls jiggling as he spoke. “Where you goin' from there?”

      “Southern Birds,” Jack said. He buckled himself in as the flitter pulled away from the terminal.

      “Yeah? Pickin' up a mink stole or a fine pair of earrings for one of the girls out there?”

      Disinclined to discuss his business, Jack shrugged. “No, actually, something for my daughter. You take a lot of people out there?”

      “Yeah, busy place. That new Madam really knows how to entertain. Don't let them see what you're gettin' your daughter. Many a customer has left without all his belongings.”

      “Well, I don't know enough about clothes to get her anything. You ever try to buy clothes for a nine-year-old girl? I'll probably take her to the boutique and turn her loose.”

      “Sounds like a great plan,” the hack said, “if you got a bottomless wallet. She sounds like a real princess, your girl.”

      Jack snorted. “She's a real princess, all right.”
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      Jack looked longingly out the glass storefront.

      No matter where he went, there they were. And if it weren't a smokeshop, it was a shoot shop, or a snort shop, or a slug shop. They were all over the place.

      I'd swear they're stalking me, Jack thought.

      Cherise and Misty were in the back of the boutique, trying on something or other. They'd been at it for hours, prancing out on occasion to preen themselves in front of him, demanding his opinion, generally miffed that he wasn't effusively delighted, and then sailing back to the dressing room for the next outfit.

      He didn't know how long they could keep it up. All he knew was that he'd long since had his fill, and absolute utter boredom had set in.

      Then he'd spotted the smokeshop.

      Quit lying to yourself, he thought.

      He'd seen it when the taxi had brought him past the boutique yesterday. Every single smokeshop in the city had been calling his name for days, since he and Misty had returned to Alpha Tuscana. Five million galacti worth of smoke danced through his dreams like sugar plum fairies (whatever those were).

      His interrupted smoke session on Denebi III and the few brief puffs he'd had after seeing his old mentor, Ig, had done nothing more than whet his appetite. All he wanted now was to plunge himself into a smoke-induced oblivion.

      Which he'd been plotting since leaving Canis Dogma Five.

      Jack looked over his shoulder toward the dressing rooms.

      Neither had come out to preen in front of him for the last few minutes. Probably trying on some undergarments, he thought, or other such unmentionables. He could hear them twittering to each other, a clerk nearby twittering happily back.

      They'd forgotten completely about him.

      His plan had been—yes, he'd planned his obliteration by smoke to the last detail—to leave the Southern Birds in the morning, telling the other two he was going shopping, and spend the day in a cloud of smoke, and return to the evening, no one the wiser. What was he going shopping for … something, it didn't matter, anything would suffice. Why did he reek of smoke … well, er, uh, you know …

      Almost to the last detail.

      The difficulty, when he was thinking things through, was the girl, Misty. How could he tell her he just needed a little release? A little break from the constant pressure? After all, it was quite a shock to find himself suddenly burdened with the responsibility of keeping the girl safe and fed and clothed and housed. It wasn't as if she were his actual child, whose care had been his responsibility since she was born. He wasn't accustomed to this, and he needed time to adjust. A day of smoke-induced oblivion was the perfect way to make such adjustments.

      Jack was convinced she wouldn't understand.

      In his experience, few people did. None of his wives had understood.

      He tried to recount how many divorces he'd had. Got them confused with his bankruptcies. Was it three divorces and four bankruptcies, or four divorces and three bankruptcies? Maybe three bankruptcies and four divorces. No, it was definitely four bankruptcies and three divorces.

      He shook his head, all of it a blur.

      Any wonder why it was a blur? he asked himself, gazing out the boutique window at the smokeshop across the street. Throughout it all, he'd either been intoxicated, coming down, or crawling with craving. No one understood the craving.

      The door to the boutique was opening before he knew it, and Jack nimbly dodged a flitter as he crossed the street, flipping an obscene gesture that general direction when the horn bleated.

      The interior was dark. “A table in back, please,” he said.

      A fancy, “please wait to be seated” sign declared how formal the establishment was.

      Maybe they'll have some quality smoke to match, he thought, the aromas wafting through the air already hinting at the palette of fine varietals available.

      Himself, Jack wouldn't have come to such a place. For Misty to find the couture she needed for her arrival at the palace, they'd had to find the finest boutique on Alpha Tuscana.

      When they'd arrived at the shop, Misty had planted a hand on her hip, shoved her nose in the air, and stomped her foot. “I can't believe this is the best available.”

      Colonnaded faux-marble framed glasma so thick that the models behind it looked smaller from distortion. The one man and three women donning and shedding the finest clothing on the planet seemed oblivious to their near nudity. Their finely-sculpted bodies, eidolons of the human physique, seemed inadequate frames for the finely-crafted clothing they displayed.

      At her comment, Jack had almost turned into the smokeshop. Strategically placed right across the street, of course. While the spouse was in one establishment being immersed in a forest of fine fabric and chic design, the distinguished patron might indulge himself in an analogous immersion into seas of exotic exhaust and voluptuous vapors.

      Jack browsed the smokeshop menu, the booth's low lamp outshone by the handheld pad showing the shop's array of fine smoke. He swiped through the long list of choices, from Aldebaran delight to Zosma Zoom, then reorganized it by price, most expensive on top.

      He whistled in disbelief at the top one, Torcularis Titillation, supposedly the best available.

      Putting a thousand-galacti chit on the table, Jack signaled the waiter. “That one,” he said, pointing.

      “If you'll note, Sir, the menu clearly specifies that the Torcularis requires a deposit.”

      “What's that on the table, emu excrement?”

      The waiter sniffed indignantly and found a spot on his sleeve that merited more attention.

      Jack put another chit on the table.

      The waiter brightened. “Right away, Sir.”

      The bowl arrived, an elaborate fleur-de-lis wrought in Vulpecula Salacia ceramic, a material that was both unbreakable and impervious to heat. At the base of the fleur-de-lis was a reservoir. “And what liqueur would the monsieur prefer?”

      Jack found it amusing that the pronunciation of “liqueur,” “monsieur,” and “prefer,” all ended the same as the word “sewer.” In the finer establishments, one's choice of liqueur for the reservoir was what separated the wheat from the chaff. “Anise is de rigueur,” Jack said, pronouncing it the same, “but I prefer water with a slice of lemon.”

      “The titillation is best experienced with the least of accents, Monsieur. Good choice.” The waiter soon returned with the condiment, filled the reservoir, then poised himself, a dainty tongue just reaching the corner of the mouth, his hand holding the striker above the bowl.

      Jack wondered what perverse individual had instituted the custom whereby the waiter was required to apply the first flame to a bowl of smoke. But only in the finer establishments.

      Jack gave the waiter a nod, and a flame kindled to life at the end of the striker. Jack drew and half-filled his lungs. The waiter capped the bowl and set down the striker, then bowed to Jack.

      Euphoria filled him, and his corporeal existence fell away.
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        * * *

      

      Disembodied voices intruded upon his euphoric obliteration.

      “What should we do with him?” A girl's voice.

      Jack knew he'd had too much, and he couldn't understand how he heard anything.

      “What we do,” said the waiter's voice, “is put people like this out in the alley, with the rest of the trash.”

      “Certainly is tempting, isn't it?” A woman's voice. Cherise?

      His brain was so saturated with drug that he wasn't able to walk.

      “I can't believe he just left us there.”

      Or talk.

      “What was he thinking?”

      Or think.

      “Only of himself, clearly.”

      It was heaven.

      “Why would he put himself through such hell?”

      It's not hell, he wanted to say.

      “Why would he put us through such hell?”

      Put who through what? he wondered.

      “You're nine, you can't say that.”

      “You did.”

      “I'm an adult. Stars above, I felt like such a fool, standing there with thousands in purchases, looking around for Jack. If the clerk hadn't mentioned it, I wouldn't have thought to look here.”

      “Did you see her face? If we hadn't been right in front of her, she'd have been laughing herself silly.”

      “Happens all the time,” she said, “but not to us! The scoundrel! What a complete waste of time! What a complete waste of space!”

      “I wonder if he can hear us.”

      “He's so thoroughly intoxicated, he probably thinks we're aliens come to do biological experiments on him.”

      “Can that stuff hurt someone?”

      “You mean if they smoke too much? Eventually, but I've never heard of someone overdosing on it, not by smoking it, anyway. Oh, Jack, what are we going to do with you?”

      “We're closing, ma'am. He'll need to leave.” The waiter again.

      “Could you get us a taxi, please? Is that the back door? Have it pull up into the alley.”

      “Yes, ma'am.” Steps receding.

      “Here, help me. I want to make sure they didn't filch everything from his pockets.”

      “Would they do that here? A place like this?”

      Silence. He didn't even feel them tugging on his clothes, although by the sounds of their efforts, his pockets were difficult to get to.

      “You know, what we're not finding is the cube.” Cherise voice was low and secretive.

      “If it doesn't want to be found, we wouldn't find it anyway.”

      “Huh?”

      “Here comes the waiter.”

      “The taxi will be here momentarily, ma'am.”

      Sounds faded and Jack sensed little else but the cosmic rays of drug-exaggerated neural activity. He felt some sensations of motion but assumed it was the momentum of his blissful flight across the galaxy.

      “Southern Birds?” A man's voice. “First time I've taken someone there in his state. Picked up quite a few. Quite the reversal. You're Madam Mariposa, aren't you? The trip is on the dash. Huh? I mean it's free. No, no, least I could do. Thank you for all your business. No, don't worry about him. I get regular calls from that place, happens…”

      “All the time,” the two women chimed in.
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        * * *

      

      The sensation of rolling, and then the floor struck his face hard enough to hurt. He tried to squint, but the light was too bright so he kept his eyes closed. He tried to talk but the dirty rags in his mouth stopped him from talking.

      Was I kidnapped? he wondered, his thoughts sluggish.

      No, not rags in his mouth, just a dry, swollen tongue. Might as well be a rag for all it obeyed him. His brain wouldn't either, and he wondered what he'd been doing.

      And where he was.

      More than once, he'd awakened in an alley, his pockets emptied, along with his bowel and bladder, plunged so deep into an abyss of withdrawal that he'd lost track of where he was or how he'd got there.

      He recognized enough of the feeling now to know he'd been severely intoxicated to the point of being insensate.

      Cold water doused him, cold enough to elicit a gasp. He spasmed in shock. The light still too bright, he turned again to speak, a hand out and up as though to ward off more dousing, which did nothing to stop the next bucket.

      It filled his open mouth, set off a fit of coughing, washed the gum from his eyes, dissolved some of the resin coating his brain cells, and got his tongue working.

      “Stop!” he said, and his face filled with water again.

      Coughing and spluttering, he sat up, trying to distinguish his attacker from the bright blaze of light.

      A darker blotch against a blazing patch of daytime sky set down a bucket. “All right, I think that'll do.”

      “Awe, come on, one more,” Misty said. “He deserves a lot more.”

      “He certainly does,” Cherise said, kneeling.

      He saw they were out in the shed, the two women in the doorway, two more buckets at the ready. The morning sun blazed in through the open doors behind them, blotting out all else. He recognized enough of the shed at the Southern Birds brothel, having played in and around it as a kid.

      Morning.

      That meant he'd spent the night out here.

      He saw a blanket beside one door, bits of debris still clinging to it. He guessed they'd at least covered him with it. “How'd I get here?” He couldn't tell if his speech were intelligible.

      “Scraped you out of a booth at the smoke shop,” Cherise said.

      “After you abandoned us at the boutique!” Misty chimed in. “We didn't have any way to pay so we had to leave all those beautiful clothes!” And she began to weep with rage, fists clenched at her sides, face twisted up like a dust devil.

      Oh, he thought, realizing only now that he'd been carrying all the money. A hand of his flopped toward the pockets of his formalls.

      “I checked; they got it all, including the cube.”

      He felt it in his pocket, and he tried to show her, but his hand wasn't coordinated enough to extract it.

      “We'll, at least you didn't lose that.”

      He blinked helplessly at them both.

      “Maybe he should have,” Misty snarled. “Maybe someone else would have found it, someone more responsible. How could you do that to me, Jack? How could you? At this rate, I'll be an old woman before I get to Torgas! Just lose the cube, Jack, 'cause anybody would be a better Emperor than you!” Weeping, she ran off, her wails interrupted by sobs, until her crying faded, and was cut off with the slamming of a door.

      He flinched at the sound. Shame and contrition washed over him in hot waves, and he resolved never to smoke again, then instantly rebuked himself for telling such lies.

      He was doomed. He'd always screwed up his life, and he didn't know how to fix it. Worse yet, his every attempt to make things better just screwed them up worse.

      He glanced at Cherise for any sign of compassion.

      “Nice work, Jack,” she said, then stood and left him to his misery.
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        * * *

      

      He sat in his squalor for days, numb.

      Oh, he functioned, after a fashion. He ate, slept, showered, and changed, but he didn't talk to anyone or look at anyone.

      Mostly, they just left him alone. He found a cot in an outbuilding and slept there, shaved at the crude, industrial sink nearby, slunk into the dining hall after everyone else had gone—finding a plate left for him—and cleaned up after everyone else, in spite of the staff whose job it was. They seemed to know and just moved aside when they saw him coming. It was a job he'd done as a kid, anyway, and it seemed a suitable punishment.

      On the third day, he went to town and found the boutique.

      The young female clerk who'd helped Cherise and Misty kept giggling while Jack paid for everything. He was sure she overcharged him, but he didn't care.

      He set everything outside Misty's room, not daring to disturb her. There, the packages remained, untouched.

      On the sixth day, he wrote Misty a note saying he was taking the Scavenger to Tertius Diamond look into getting some suitable jewelry, and that he'd return as soon as he could.

      Just as he was climbing into the taxi, Misty tore out of the house, hurled his note at him, and yelled, “Don't bother coming back!”

      En route to the spaceport, Jack couldn't keep the blur out of his eyes.

      The taxi driver kept looking in his review mirror, paying far less attention to where he was flying than Jack thought he should. “Having a tough time with the smoke?” the driver asked, his voice oddly familiar.

      “How'd you know?” Jack mumbled, looking out the window, and seeing none of it.

      “Seen a lot of good people wreck their lives with that stuff,” the driver said.

      “Don't tell me: Happens all the time.”

      “How'd you know what I was gonna say? Talent like that, you ought to play the lottery.”

      Jack snorted, thinking he'd really hit the jackpot this time—all the misery he'd ever want or need in one foul roll of the dice.
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        * * *

      

      Jack peered through the glasma pane, the lettering etched into it distorting his view somewhat, but it was easy to see that the proprietor was in.

      He tightened his grip on the satchel and took a deep breath. With his other hand, he reached into his pocket and grabbed the cube.

      Better get it over with, he thought, his vision replaced with that of the proprietor.

      The binocularity of Delphin's sight was disconcerting. Through one eye was the normal view of the workspace, tools strewn across the workbench, his hands on a mount which held the precious stone he examined. Through the oculus, mountains of blue crystals marched into a blurry distance, the short focal length giving him a crisp view of the subject area.

      Crisp and close. Jack knew this was the surface of the smooth, blue stone mounted in front of Delphin. Smooth to the naked eye, mountainous jags to the powerful oculus.

      You will not see or hear me, Jack thought, slipping into the antiquities shop.

      Delphin instantly looked up. “Who's there?”

      Ghosting him, Jack knew he couldn't see anything. There are entire universes around us, Jack recalled someone saying once, if we only have the eyes to see or the instruments to measure.

      Jack moved into the shop, careful to remain silent.

      “I know you're there, and I know you know I can't see you. If that's you, Carson, I want you to know you'll never do business in the Southern Triangle again. You're finished. I've reported your theft to the Imperial Patrol, and they're not averse to taking a few bribes. You're ruined and hunted, Carson. I've been this business too long to let a hoodlum like you defraud me. Your little prestidigitation may have cost me some money, but your loss and my gain in the way of reputation will show who came out ahead on that deal.” The oculus moved around the room while he spoke but turned up nothing, despite the enhanced visual acuity.

      Jack almost turned around and left. This man had come after him with two gargantuan trolls and had ordered them to kill him. This man had bribed Imperial Patrol officers, most likely to shoot Jack on sight. This man had ruined Jack's reputation, preventing him from returning to his previous if meager employment.

      It wasn't Jack's fault that the cube had refused to be sold. Why can't I sell it? he wondered, knowing he had as little use for it as it had for him.

      Me, Emperor? Jack thought, scoffing mentally at such a ludicrous thought.

      But in his efforts to turn an unfortunate event into a slight advantage, Jack had found the obstinate cube in his pocket, instead of its remaining in the possession of the person he'd sold it to. Was that my fault? he wondered, bitter at the trouble it had caused him.

      No, it's not my fault, Jack thought decisively.

      But it wasn't Delphin's fault, either, the antiquities dealer just responding the best he knew how to circumstances that had placed his livelihood—if not his life itself—at risk.

      Which was why, at the heart of it, Jack had come back.

      Quietly, Jack set the satchel on the floor. A satchel incrementally lighter and a few thousand galacti slimmer than when he'd left the shop with it a week ago.

      Delphin in the meantime had turned back to his work, his thoughts far away, Jack already dismissed from his mind.

      Jack stopped himself with his mouth half-open. The damage was done, and an apology wouldn't undo it. I can't make him forgive me, he thought. I guess I probably knew that the cube wouldn't let me sell it. I don't know why I tried.

      Quietly, Jack backed out of the shop.

      Delphin paused at one point, but didn't swing his oculus in Jack's direction.

      Once he was outside, Jack continued to concentrate on keeping the satchel concealed until he'd nearly reached the spaceport.

      There, the Scavenger sat, seeming to watching him as he made his way through customs.

      He climbed into the pilot's seat and requested liftoff clearance from the tower.

      “You took the money back, didn't you?” Misty asked, coming out of the galley.

      “How'd you get aboard? I left you on Alpha Tuscana!”

      She grinned at him and eased herself into the copilot's seat. “I'm glad you took the money back.”

      A little while later, the ship clearing the atmosphere, Jack gave her a small smile, mystified but still glad she was here.

      “That must have been difficult,” Misty said.

      He shook his head at her. “That was the easy part.” He didn't know how long he'd be able to hold his craving at bay.
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      “Where are we going now?”

      He glanced over at Misty in the copilot's chaise, her feet in fuzzy shipboard slippers, her hair pulled straight back at the temples.

      Cherise had told them to go on ahead, their preparations for Misty's arrival on Torgas Prime likely to take some weeks. “In the meantime, the Southern Birds still needs my guidance, at least until I train my understudy.”

      And so, reluctantly, Jack had left his childhood friend behind. He knew he'd be returning for her. He'd always known.

      “You and Cherise make really good companions, you know,” Misty said. The classic Athenian lines of her face held an ancient wisdom, and her clear blue eyes evoked the limitless sky.
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