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Praise for A Sea of Stars and Trouble





"A Sea of Stars and Trouble is a colorful

and swashbuckling space adventure with clear, fast-paced writing and a rogues’

gallery of interesting characters.”




—Kevin J. Anderson, New York Times bestselling coauthor

of Dune: House Atreides




 




“In A Sea of Stars and Trouble, Maya Kaathryn

Bohnhoff takes us on a grand space opera ride, with a shanghaied hero who might

or might not be a hero, who doesn’t know, himself—really doesn’t know

himself—until he’s put to the test. Who is he? What’s he capable of? Can he be

trusted? It’s a smashing good ride, with an irrepressible spirit and enough

twists and surprises to carry you straight through to the end.” 




— Jeffrey A. Carver, author of The Chaos Chronicles











 




For Michael Reaves, best

Jedi Master a padawan could ask for, and




for Marc Scott Zicree, who introduced me to Michael

at a writer’s roundtable.


Both of these mentors enabled me to write books I would never have the

opportunity to write without their inspiring presence.











PART ONE


The Running Man
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1 / Birthday




He was born as he walked the road into Porphyry.




At least, that’s

where he was when he remembered that his name was Ridley. Three steps later, he

remembered that Ridley was his first name and that Matthews was the surname

that went with it. Other than that, he knew of his newborn self only that he

was wearing a once-blue shirt, gray breeks, and tall boots covered by a

disreputable knee-length coat of indeterminate color that was vented at the

sides and back.




He patted the vents over his thighs and had the vague sense

that something was missing. A money pouch? A holster? A scabbard for a

laz-blade? He glanced down at his hands. No rings. No tattoos. Nothing but a

faint scar that ran along the inside of one wrist. He couldn’t

remember how he’d gotten it.




The air roared with the distant lift-off of a starship. He

stopped and watched it soar toward the clouds—through them—its keel gleaming

blue. The port was straight ahead, behind the walls of a city that sat on and

among a range of low, rolling hills. He estimated the distance to the wall at

about 400 meters and change.




Ridley knew something else about himself then—he wanted to

get to the spaceport and off this world.




Which was ... what?




He did a 360 on the shoulder of the unnaturally smooth road.

It had no potholes, cracks or blemishes and somehow he knew the surface was

smooth to the millimeter, though he had no idea how he knew it. Beyond the road

lay chaos; brackish fields and wetlands stretched out behind him; a forest of

towering, crooked trees lay on one side of the road; a fen with waving reeds

twice his height spread out on the other. Ahead of him, the dingy gray walls of

the huge citadel rose in front of him and disappeared into the equally gray

distance in both directions.




Ah. There was a sign over the gate this roadway led to: Welcome to Porphyry.




Right.




Porphyry. A port town on ... he racked his brain.




Nothing.




His lack of coherent memory didn’t

bother him too much. It would come to him eventually, he figured. He faced the

city gate and began walking again, assiduously trying not to be mowed down by a

variety of vehicles that were scurrying out of the twilight into the safety of

the city.




He glanced back over his shoulder at the tall, waving

grasses of the fen. Why was everybody in such a hurry? Did the gates—




He heard a siren go off ahead. Yellow lights flashed along

the top of the gate that bracketed the roadway.




—close at dusk?




He ran, the tails of his coat flapping in the dank air. As

he slipped through the pedestrian gate, barely saving the tails of his coat, he

remembered something else about himself—he was running from something. Not

whatever lived in the marshes beyond the city, but something else. Suddenly,

his lack of coherent memory bothered him a great deal. He stepped into the

shadow of the wall and searched his pockets. He found nothing. Not a credit

tab, no ID, no weaponry.




The gate he’d

entered through had been roughly three meters wide and constructed of aging

stone with a newer metal insert. Clearly not a main access to the city. The

section of Porphyry within it was a maze. This might be good, given his

impression that he was on the run from ... something. The streets were narrow,

the buildings old, huddled together, and decrepit. Their layout was jumbled and

confusing—like a random scatter of toy blocks.




He knew about toy blocks, he realized. Knew small children

played with them. Knew the sound of a child’s

laughter. He scrambled after the happy/sad thought, then let it go in favor of

dealing with his immediate situation. He seemed to recall that he trusted his

sense of direction, but as darkness fell, he found he’d

gone around in a convoluted circle without having realized it. It was like

being lost in another dimension where the normal rules of geography did not

apply. Or maybe the problem was in his addled brain.




He had apparently wandered into a dead zone. There was a

distinct lack of lighting. Only the full moon, hanging huge and bloated in the

sky overhead, cast its pale green light here. It was enough light to inform him

that there was no one around to ask for the quickest route to the spaceport.

There was no traffic. The shops were shuttered. The streets were deserted, as

if the denizens of Porphyry had as much to fear within its walls as beyond

them. Yet, in the distance he could hear the hum of a main thoroughfare,

far-off sirens, the thunder of starship launch engines.




He looked up, scanning the facades of the buildings nearest

him. Standing on a balcony some yards down the street was a cluster of robed

figures, several of whom were looking right at him. Well, at least their hooded

heads were turned in his direction. He couldn’t

see their faces. Unsettling. The ones that weren’t

looking at him were speaking into communicators of some sort.




P-comms, said his piecemeal

memory. Short for ... something that started with a P.




The hair on the back of Ridley’s

neck rose, tingling, and he knew with sudden certainty that someone was behind

him. He turned just in time to catch the merest glance of a gray-robed figure

gripping a static-spitting staff before a jolt of freezing energy took him

down. He hit the roadway like a rock and curled into a ball, bracing himself

against the chill, tingling shock. Oddly, after a moment, the shock morphed

into something eerily pleasant. In fact, he felt better than he had in a long

time ... or at least for the past hour or so.




He’d had

some expectation of the effects of the weapon based, he assumed, on prior

experience—but the charge from this staff was causing his brain to explode, not

with pain, but with a sense of contentment and well-being. He was suffused with

a bliss so potent it was terrifying—or would have been if it didn’t

feel so damn good. Even the fact that he was probably about to die failed to

penetrate the (insane) conviction that Ridley Matthews was profoundly right

with the Universe and was fulfilling a purpose that surely had been preordained

since the beginning of his existence—perhaps even the beginning of time.

Everything he had ever done or experienced, whether or not he could remember

it, had led inexorably to this moment, had put him just where he belonged.




He no longer felt any need to escape.




Like hell I don’t, snarled a dissenting

inner voice.




He ignored it. The thought of his imminent death cheered

him; he wouldn’t have to run anymore. He

simply had to be, to allow events to unfold as God or

the Universe had planned. So what if he didn’t

know who the hell he was? He was complete on every conceivable plane of

existence.




Bull shit. Bull Shit. BULL. SHIT.




He wasn’t

complete. He was in a dangerous position for anyone to be in, even if they

weren’t a complete blank. His anger was as unexpected as the

false joy, but at least it was an honest emotion, not forced on him by a neural

weapon.




He was surrounded by robed figures now, all carrying similar

meter-long staffs. They were swaying from side to side and chanting: “Burn, burn, burn away. Confusion, sorrow, doubt and

pain. Burn away. Burn away.”




Ridley gasped. Suppressing the alien bliss with a will, he

stood, shaking hair out of his eyes. “Who

are you? What did you do to me?”




The tallest of the monkish men—the one who’d

zapped him—stopped chanting and stepped forward, seemingly surprised that their

victim was speaking to them. His robe was decorated with symbols: crosses,

pentagrams, cups, swords, several different kinds of stars and moons—a mishmash

of religious icons from a dozen worlds and ages. Ridley could see the glitter

of the man’s eyes within the hood.




Good. He had a face … which Ridley was much inclined to

punch.




“We are

the Druud,” the monk told him gravely. “The

Brothers of the Rapture. We have shared the Rapture with you. You are blessed.”




His companions—there were five, all dressed in similar

attire—repeated the words, “Rapture.

Blessed.”




“Feel

the burn, brother,” the Druud told him. “Feel

the layers of your soul sear away until your true self is revealed.”




His true self. Did he want to know who or what that was?

Something told him he’d been

running for a while now, and until he knew what he was running from he’d just as soon leave his true self out of it.




“Why?”

he gasped, feeling the burn. “Why

attack me?”




The monk made a gesture with his staff. “We

do not attack. We mean only to help you, brother.” He sounded sincere.




Ridley understood. They just wanted him to join them—to be

part of their cult. To belong. To them, this wasn’t

an assault, it was a conversion, not by faith, but by technology. Belonging

wasn’t bad. Belonging was good. It was necessary. He had

belonged ... somewhere. Hadn’t he?




Ridley locked his eyes on the glowing tip of the Druud’s staff. Carrot and stick—both at once. Had they all

been converted this way?




He had to wonder what made the conversions “stick”—frequent

and repeated applications to weaken the mind and make it susceptible to the

irresistible lure of inclusion? Was it a manipulation of the obvious loner’s supposedly deep-seated desire to belong? Or was it

addiction they were counting on—the mad urge to feel this overwhelming sense of

wellbeing again and again?




Ridley eyed the staff, afraid the monk would use it on

him—equally afraid he wouldn’t. “Your rapture is false,” he said through gritted teeth.

He took a step, meaning to slip between two of the back-up monks, but the tall

Druud cut him off, raising his staff menacingly.




“You

must obey the law! Neither heathen nor holy may walk these streets at night

without dispensation.”




“What

dispensation? I don’t even

live here, and I’m on my way off-world.

For the love of God, just let me go!”




The tall monk looked him in the eye and lowered his staff

slightly.




“I am

not a cruel man. The Brothers of the Rapture is not a cruel order. We strive

for justice and mercy—for harmony. Our streets are not to be walked by

outsiders after the sun has set. This is the holy time, and our spiritual

discipline is not to be disrupted by the presence of those who do not believe.

This is the law. Therefore, you must believe.”




Ah, the logic of insanity. Still, Ridley was cheered by the

fact that Rapture Monk had not ended the sentence with “you

must die”. That was something.




“Let me

see if I’ve got this right. You’re

zapping me into a religious experience because of a zoning ordinance?”




“Zoning

ordinance? No,” said the Druud. “These

are the Proprieties of Herron’s

Hope. Here, in this sector of Porphyry, they are law.”




Herron’s

Hope. That was the name of the planet. Right. He’d known that, hadn’t he?




The Druud lifted his staff again and thrust it toward his

would-be convert. This time Ridley grabbed it right behind the muzzle.

Lightning crackled the length of his arm. He set his teeth against the

overwhelming joy that came with it, wrenched the staff from the monk’s grasp, and aimed a roundhouse kick at his head. Ridley’s booted foot connected with a solid thud and the big

man went down hard. A second monk leapt to his brother’s

defense, but Ridley completed his spinning move with a fist to the defender’s face. He barely felt the blow on his knuckles.




When he finally stopped moving, he was outside the circle of

monks, who stood and gaped as if they’d

never seen anyone fight happiness with such determination. The man he had

punched was warily pulling himself to his feet.




Ridley twirled the purloined staff as if it were a baton. “Go away,” he said quietly, his voice a low rumble in his

throat. He waited a beat, then added, “Please.”




They went, scattering across the empty street, into the

alleys and around the corners, three of them dragging their groaning leader to

safety. The men on the balcony, who had been watching these events, withdrew to

the shadowy recesses of the building.




Ridley didn’t

stick around to see if they were rounding up reinforcements. He started walking

swiftly in the direction he surmised the spaceport lay, following the roar of

engines. He’d gone several yards when

the staff in his hand tugged at his thoughts. He glanced down at it. The deep

feeling of contentment kickstarted by the staff remained, controlled only by

the sheer force of his will. The desire to activate it again and siphon its

primal energy coiled in his breast. His mind stood aloof, but emotionally he

hungered to return to the pinnacle of faith and ecstasy he had attained in the

moments after the monk had zapped him. Only innate stubbornness saved him from

succumbing to the sudden addiction … and perhaps the knowledge that this faith,

no matter how intense, was artificial.




Leery of its insidious charms, he considered tossing the

staff away into the darkness. Yet, he suspected that if he did, he’d regret it. This posed a quandary. He had no idea what

he would have done under normal circumstances, but he was inclined to trust his

instincts. Right now, they told him that his mind was in an altered state—the

wrong state in which to make important decisions. He’d

wait until his neural synapses had cleared of the staff’s

effects, however long it took, then he’d

decide what to do with it.




As he strode briskly through the deserted streets, he

analyzed his escape from the Druud. That told him something more about himself;

he was a man with quick reflexes, not a little strength, and some knowledge of

martial arts. What had he done back there, some sort of kung

fu?




He flexed his hands, realizing that the one he’d

used to punch the Rapture Monger didn’t

hurt at all. He was about to attribute that to the effects of the staff when he

glanced down at his knuckles and realized they weren’t

swollen or abraded, as he’d

expected. And the scar he’d

noticed on that wrist earlier was nearly gone.




He looked at the staff with respect. Wow. That was

something. It made you feel good and healed whatever ailed you. Powerful stuff.

He glanced back over his shoulder, wondering if the staff’s

owners would be putting in an appearance soon to reclaim it, or if their

beliefs would keep them from leaving their sector.




It was with a sense of relief that Ridley approached a

district of bright, beckoning holosigns, crowded and noisy streets, and music

pulsing from small cramped buildings. He felt oddly comfortable in the midst of

all these strangers. Indeed, he felt almost as if he belonged among them …

until he became aware that they were staring at him, occasionally whispering to

each other as he passed them. More than a few gave him a wide berth. At first,

he thought they were looking at the staff, but they weren’t;

they were glancing up at his face. He made a point of nodding and smiling.

While being sociable seemed to come naturally (how could he know?) he suspected

his internal struggle was doing something funny to his face; his smiles seemed

to spook the passers-by rather than reassure them.




He slowed to peer at himself in the dark front window of a

closed-up shop and smiled into the reflective surface. The man who leered back

at him was disheveled, dirtied, and torn. His hair—too long, too thick and

wild—framed an angular face in which pale, almost silver eyes gleamed like tiny

moons and on which the twisted smile looked downright sinister. Given that he

was over two meters tall, he looked like a threat going somewhere to happen.

But what bothered him most about this face was that it seemed only almost familiar.




He put a hand to his chin, seeking proof that this really

was his face. It was smooth, even after however long

he’d been wandering the byways of Herron’s

Hope before he regained a sense of self-awareness. In any event, it indicated

bio-enhancements, or at least depilatory treatments.




How do I know that? How do I know that I know that?




He tried the smile again, tilting his head up, trying to

exile the crazy from his eyes, and smiling broadly. His teeth were even and

white. Eh, better, but still...




Something tugged at his consciousness. Something similar to

the sensation he’d felt when the Rapture

Bros were casing him. He peered into the window, no longer looking at himself,

but at the people passing behind him on the walkway. His eyes darted from face

to face, but he saw no one overtly watching him.




What he did see was a drunken man, with a wild thicket of

white hair and a matching gold-trimmed one piece suit of some silky-looking

material, walk straight into a lamppost. The drunk, who was holding a credit

tab in one hand and a drink in the other, gaped at the lamppost as if it had

jumped out in front of him. Then he leaned against it and tried three or four

times to slip the credit tab into his breast pocket before finally succeeding.

He looked this way and that, then lurched forward, taking a couple of steps

before promptly bumping into a pedestrian.




Ridley swung around, his senses suddenly and tightly focused

on the interaction. He was certain the pedestrian had intentionally angled into

the collision. (Why did he think that? Was he, himself, a common thief? Or a

policeman?) He was equally certain the pedestrian had stolen that credit tab.

He hadn’t seen the actual pilfering of it, and of course the

drunken mark suspected nothing as he tottered off into a nearby tavern called

the Nebula.




Ridley kept his heightened attention on the pickpocket. He

was easy enough to track—he was bald, with decorative patterns tattooed on his

scalp in gleaming ink. He wore a dark gray longcoat, fitted breeches, and the

high boots of a spacer. Ridley followed him up the street at a discreet

distance, wondering if his peculiar interest in the theft was instinctual or an

effect of the Druud rapture staff. By now he had found the buttons that

controlled its power charge, but he still didn’t

know the sequence that set off the endorphin flood. It looked like he would

have to do things the old-fashioned way. When the pickpocket turned right, into

an alley, Ridley stepped in after him. In two strides he’d

come up behind the other man and given him a short, sharp jolt to the kidney

with the butt end of the staff. The pickpocket stumbled forward, fetching up

against a stone wall. He hesitated, then held up his hands as if he thought

this was going to be a simple robbery.




Ridley drew up close behind him and prodded him with the

staff. “You’ve

taken something that doesn’t

belong to you,” he observed.




“Oh,

you mean this?” said the pickpocket with a nervous laugh, holding up the tab. “You misunderstand, my friend. That fellow’s

a friend, and this is a bad neighborhood to be drunk in. I took his tab for

safekeeping until he has a chance to sober up.”




“Your

altruism is commendable,” said Ridley. He snatched the tab, then knocked the

pickpocket unconscious with one deft chop to the back of his neck. Handy skill,

that. He wondered, again, where he’d

learned it.




He felt that “watched”

tingle again and pivoted toward the street, catching the swift movement of

withdrawal—a blur of black, gray, and white. Shaking off spookiness, he

returned to the Nebula’s

entrance, where a big, burly gentleman with bio-engineered tusks and

knife-sharp teeth kept a watchful eye on the patrons coming and going. Judging

by the wary way he eyed Ridley, he was more bouncer than doorman.




“A street hood,” Tusks said, “wearing

a swell’s breeches and carrying a Druud staff—not something you

see every day, and not someone I think will enhance the dignity of our

establishment.”




Someone pushed between Ridley and the bouncer—an aging

spacer dressed in an old-school dress uniform in shades of black and gray. He

was short, not much more than a meter and a half in height, and his skin had

the slightly waxen pallor of someone who’d

rarely been out in daylight. His hair was gray with streaks of white, receding

in front, but flowing down to his shoulders in the back. Ridley was struck by

the absurd conviction that this was the person who’d

been watching him rough up the pickpocket.




“Excuse

me,” the spacer mumbled.




Tusks nodded. “Yeah,

sure, Cap’n.”




Ridley leaned on the staff. “Why

does he get in without the inspection?”




“He’s a regular. You’re not.”




“Y’know, from what I’ve

seen of this town so far, if you banned everyone irregular from your classy

drinking establishment, it’d be

empty all the time. Besides, I have business with someone inside. He lost

this.” Ridley guilelessly held up the credit tab.




The bouncer reached for it. “Give

it to me. I’ll see that the proper

gentleman gets it.”




“Off-worlders

are wrong about the people of Porphyry,” Ridley replied. “It

seems they really do have a sense of humor.”




Damn, but I’m a glib sonofabitch.




The bouncer eyed him, then laughed and jerked his thumb

toward the interior, signaling to Ridley to go in. He did, experiencing a

disquieting sense of camaraderie that was offset by suspicion and an

instinctive heightening of his senses.




The place was crowded, dimly lit, and noisy. People were

talking, laughing, arguing. They were also eating, drinking, and smoking a wide

range of substances, most of which at least marginally bad for one’s health. Or so his vague memory informed him. He’d rather have more useful information at the moment,

like who he was, beyond a name, and why he was here, and how he had gotten

here.




The majority of the men in the room, and some of the women,

were dressed in casual attire; some displayed logograms, badges, roundels and

other insignia, indicating allegiance to various factions or … no, alliances.

Alliances and Guilds. Ridley noticed sigils for a handful he realized he

recognized: Consonance, the Filial Pact, the Heartworlds Alliance, the Freeman’s Guild, others.




Those who weren’t

obviously spacers tended to dress in a manner that showed off various physical

assets. There were, inevitably, prostitutes of all types, some so alien in

appearance, it was difficult to think of them as human. Yet they were human. In

all of mankind’s spacefaring history, no

sentient alien species had yet been found—which could be seen as either a

blessing or a curse. These were bio-engineered humans, modified to possess any

number of inhuman qualities. But they looked alien,

and that was enough to excite their adventure-seeking clients.




Their presence reminded Ridley to consider his own possible

modifications—eyes that seemed to take in every movement, even in the dimmest

corners of the room, ears caught and sorted through the babble of voices,

extracting intelligible dialogues, skin that prickled with awareness of

movement and attention. A trio of hookers had turned to watch him as he moved

deeper into the room, their heads swiveling.




One of them—a woman with black hair and eyes so large and

dark they seemed like rounds of polished jet—detached herself from the group

and moved as if stalking him. Under the smoky light of the bar, her skin glowed

golden—a counterpoint to the pale, body-hugging tunic she wore. Likely she’d seen the interaction with Tusks over the credit tab.

Possibly she wanted to relieve him of it. She smiled, teeth flashing white in

the golden face.




Hope springs eternal… He’d heard that somewhere.




The smell of food assaulted him then, and he forgot about

the black-eyed hooker. He was suddenly ravenous. He had no idea how long it had

been since his last meal. He would have to do something about that soon, but

his errand came first. He scanned the tavern, finally spotting a familiar shock

of white hair on a gentleman standing at the bar. The man was gesturing wildly,

and Ridley had the distinct feeling he had ordered something and only now

discovered he had no means of paying for it.




Ridley smiled and pushed his way to the bar, where he tapped

the white-haired man on the shoulder. The old guy whirled as if someone had set

him on fire, then his eyes widened as he saw the credit tab Ridley held in

front of his face.




“Lose

something?”




“By the

Maw of Hell! You found it!” White Hair exclaimed. He presented it to the

bartender as if it were a trophy. “See?

I told you I’d lost it. Now I can pay

for that drink!” He turned to Ridley. “And

you! I definitely owe you a drink! Or three! And can I buy you something to

eat?”




Ridley hesitated. This was literally terra

incognita, but he was so damned hungry. Besides, he had performed a

service; this was merely a grace.




“Come

to think of it, the dishes do smell pretty decent,” he said.




“That

they do! What would you like? Biftek? Some fried eggs?”




Ridley shrugged. “How

can I refuse?”




A few minutes later they were sitting at a table waiting for

their food. The Druud staff leaned against Ridley’s

chair. Two beers—reportedly the best local brew—sat on the table. Ridley’s new “friend”

picked up his beer and gestured for him to do the same. He had just lifted his

glass when someone jostled him, knocking the Druud staff to the floor. He

reflexively reached down to retrieve it, glancing up briefly as he did.




The old spacer, again.




“Excuse

me,” the old guy mumbled, barely meeting Ridley’s

eyes. “It’s a

bit crowded in here, isn’t it?”




Ridley felt the urge to explain to the fellow that he didn’t rough up complete strangers without good reason.

Instead, he just smiled and said: “Hope

that means the food is good.”




The duffer bobbed his head and shuffled off into the crowd.




“A

toast!” White Hair said, words slurring.




“A

toast.” Ridley repeated. They clicked glasses.




“Life

is good,” said White Hair.




Much to his astonishment, Ridley Matthews found himself

agreeing with the sentiment. He was on the run, with no memory of who or what

he was, and it felt as if all was right with the universe. How wrong was that?




He felt anger trying to crawl up from his stomach. Would the

effects of that damned staff never fade?




“Life

is good,” he agreed. He took a big swallow of beer. It was excellent.




“What

may I call you, my new friend?” White Hair asked.




“Name’s

Ridley.” He hesitated as another memory emerged. “But

I go by ‘Trouble.’”




“Trouble,”

repeated the old guy. “Now

that is a most portentous sobriquet.”




“I hope

so,” Trouble Matthews said, and was surprised to realize he knew what a

portentous sobriquet was.




His meal came then, and he tucked in with a vengeance.













2 / Dreamed




Trouble Matthews dreamed. His dreams were unusually lucid,

engaging all of his senses. He could not manipulate these dreams, which

surprised and disturbed him; they unfolded chaotically, denying him any

control. He tried to force himself awake several times. Each time he failed.

There was nothing to do but ride it out.




At first, he was merely awash in a stream of images and

sounds: a large, lovely room with dark gleaming floors and a glass outer wall

that overlooked forested slopes. On the polished tile, a laughing child played

with a doll, making it skate on the mirror-like surface while a woman sang a

tune he almost knew. Then the gleaming floor became a lake with an imposing

building reflected in its still waters, every door and window ablaze with

light.




He beheld a council held in a room flung with the banners of

all the known worlds and filled with the babble of a thousand voices. Men in

uniform were stationed along its perimeter, watchful. He was puzzled by his

point-of-view—not in the position of command in the circle of planetary

leaders, but very near it. He was struck with the sudden certainty that

something bad was about to happen.




He struggled to awaken, but he couldn’t.

The council chamber was suddenly empty except for a man sitting alone in the

chair at the head of the room. There was something wrong with this image. What

was it? He was supposed to do something. Do what?




Before Trouble could fathom what it was, steel walls rose up

around him to hem him in. He was caught in an avalanche of sensory input—the

metallic stink of fear and futility, the heat of rage, the claustrophobic press

of steel walls. After a single, brief, screaming moment in which he felt the

walls collapse on him, he was back in the council chamber again. Again, it was

empty but for the man in the chair.




It was as if his dreaming mind was trying to get him to

remember, to recognize the man, to make some sort of connection. Trouble knew

the face, though he couldn’t put

a name to it. He was arrested by its puzzled expression, the look of stunned

recognition in the eyes. He was struck again by the sense of “wrongness.”




Who are you? he wanted to shout. Why are you the only clear memory I have?




Finally, as he was trying to solve the mystery of why this

man would not leave his thoughts, Trouble awoke—a process hastened by the

sudden and liberal application of a bucketful of frigid water.




He gasped for breath. He was naked save for his breeches,

and lying on the freezing floor of a small cell. He felt the thrum of machinery

through his bones, felt the tingle of electromagnetic energy on his exposed

skin. He was aboard a ship.




His feelings of goodwill and connection to both the highest

and lowest elements of the universe had totally dissipated and he was kicked,

head first, into fight or flight mode. Flight was impossible at the moment, so

that left fight. He summoned fight to give him the will to lift himself to his

hands and knees, raise his head and assess his surroundings.




Four people stood outside the cell, between him and a

half-open hatch through which he could see a dimly lit corridor. He recognized

only one of these people—the stumpy codger who’d

bumped into him at the Nebula. Right now, he was

looking at Trouble thoughtfully, a combination of pity and pride in his eyes,

and a slight smile on his lips. He appeared pleased with himself, and he exuded

an aura of authority.




Trouble had encountered people with similar auras, he

realized. Male and female, generals, business magnates, politicians, leaders of

government ... prison wardens—despots, all. He couldn’t

remember a single individual among them, but he knew the look of the dark,

beaten spirit: This was a man who enjoyed squeezing the autonomy out of others

because he had none of his own.




Two of the others, both in one-piece uniforms, stood

diffidently near the portal. Both had been bio-engineered. One—a female—looked

as if she’d been modified to work in extreme weather conditions;

her skin appeared as tough as chitin. The other’s

skin was iridescent and a bit scaly, and when he turned, gill flaps were

clearly visible just below his jawline.




Trouble immediately focused on the fourth individual—the one

with the empty bucket in his hand. He was large and muscular, and his smile

exposed a row of gleaming gold front teeth. From his belt hung a tubular

instrument about a half-meter long, with transparent coils and two prongs at

one end.




Jerkstick.




The word snuck back into Trouble’s

vocabulary on an ooze of anger. Technologically primitive, but damned effective

for keeping recalcitrant prisoners in line. This must be the ship’s

enforcer. He would be, naturally, a man who not only employed violence, but

enjoyed it.




Trouble turned his attention to the cell. It was simply a

rounded depression in the wall, about two meters across and equally deep. The

light was ambient, and not uncomfortably bright. Within the rounded back wall,

a shallower cavity formed a sleeping slot. There were no bars—nothing visible

to keep him in the cell.




Force field? He reached out a hand experimentally, expecting

to feel a static “buzz”. Maybe it was off?




He flexed his body, surprised to find that any scrapes and

bruises he’d acquired had apparently

been treated while he was unconscious. That made sense; if they were going to

shanghai someone, they’d want

to make sure he was in good condition so it would take longer to work him to

death.




He shook himself to full consciousness, got to his feet, and

uncoiled to his full height. Then he stepped toward the open area. The world

came to a stop. It was as if he had stepped into a wall of water. Really thick,

dense water. The harder Trouble tried to push forward, the more the air seemed

to solidify around him, hardening like amber around an insect. He strained to

the point of nearly passing out. It was impossible to breathe.




“We’ve

recruited a moron,” said Gold Teeth. “Stupid

enough to fight a pressor field.”




Trouble quit struggling forward, and let the pressor field

push him back.




Gold Teeth grinned and the old Gray Hair said, “You see, Enoch? He’s

educable after all.”




Trouble tapped his head with an index finger, and smiled—not

caring if it was a maniacal leer. He paced, then, walking the meager

circumference of his cage, assessing his situation, which was … what? He needed

to get a grasp on that.




“How’d you slip me the mickey? Was old White Hair in on it?”




“I, em,

added something to your beer while you were busy picking up your staff. White

Hair, as you call him, had nothing to do with it. But I saw what you did on his

behalf. Very noble. Though I admit, I was less impressed by your altruism than

I was with the way you handled the thief.”




I was impressed myself, Trouble

thought. Didn’t know I had it in me.




“I guess I should thank you, then,” he said aloud.




The captain raised an eyebrow. “And

what action of mine has earned your gratitude?”




“I was

looking for a way to get off Herron’s

Hope. Looks like I got my wish without spending any creds.”




“Be

careful what you wish for,” Gold Teeth muttered, just loud enough to be heard.




Trouble gave no sign that he’d

heard him. “Who are you?” he asked

the old man.




“My

name is Erasmus Shade. I am your new employer. Your captain, in point of fact.

This vessel, upon which you have so intelligently elected to serve, is the

Freeman’s Guild ship Moonraker. We are

merchants.”




“You’re smugglers,” Trouble translated.




“An honorable profession,” said Shade. “One

in which you are honored to take part.”




“An

illegal profession, in which I’d

really rather not participate.”




“That

would be unfortunate, since you already are participating.” Shade gestured at

Gold Teeth. “This gentleman is my

first mate and your immediate superior. His name is Rusk. You shall answer to

him in all matters, mainly because, should there arise a matter in which you

have to answer to me, your punishment is likely to be dire.”




“Where

are my things?” Trouble asked.




Captain Shade barked out a one-syllable laugh. “You mean your weapon? Your clothing was hardly worth

preserving.”




“It’s not a weapon. And it’s

mine.”




“It’s mine now,” said the captain. “I’ve heard all sorts of fanciful rumors about Druud

staffs. I may try it on the crew to see if it assists in any disciplinary

problem where the traditional methods are ineffective.”




Trouble snorted. “Well,

you’ll have the happiest crew in the smugglers’

fleet, that’s for

sure.”




The Captain laughed again and the two bio-engineered crewmen

echoed it wanly, their eyes on their commander.




“These

are two of your new crewmates,” said Shade, gesturing at them. “They

are…” he frowned, then gave up. “Who

are you?”




“Kai

Jiang, sir,” said the hardskin.




“Jay

Blackwood, sir,” said the amphibian.




“Jiang

and Blackwood. I’ve asked them their names

before, haven’t I,

Enoch?”




“Yes,

sir, you have,” said Rusk.




Captain Shade pinched the skin at the bridge of his nose,

lowered his head and closed his eyes. His body language was clear: The burdens

of command weighed heavily. He couldn’t

be expected to remember something as relatively trivial as a pair of crew

member’s names.




Shade raised his head with a sigh and held up a small

device. “Would one of you be so kind,” he said to the two mods, “as to release this gentleman and show him around?”




“Yes,

sir,” said Jiang.




She took the control from her captain and pointed it in

Trouble’s direction. It made a soft ping!

as she used it, and Trouble felt the difference in air pressure as the pressor

field shut down. He noticed Rusk had unhooked his jerkstick and held it ready

for use. He’d also taken a step to

his left and was blocking the half open hatch.




Shade had backed away, giving Rusk direct access to Trouble

should it be necessary.




Trouble was suddenly determined that it be necessary. He

leapt from the cell, pushed Jiang aside, and went straight for the hatch—and

Rusk. The first mate had an almost comical look of astonishment on his face. He

hadn’t been expecting a direct attack—not with a jerkstick in

his hand. His surprised gasp ended in a grunt of pain as Trouble drove a

shoulder into his solar plexus.




The mate was only just able to activate his weapon and ram

it against his attacker’s

torso. A wave of white hot agony lit up every nerve in Trouble’s

body. He’d expected the charge to leave him in a fetal curl on

the floor, shrieking in pain, but it didn’t.

He grabbed the jerkstick and wrenched it from the first mate’s

hand.




Before he could turn the weapon on its master, a paralyzing

shock hit his spine. He couldn’t

breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t think. Then the wave passed, and, even as he processed

that he’d been shot from behind by some sort of energy weapon,

he hit the floor.




He stared at Rusk’s

feet; the black boots were scuffed, the heels, worn. You’d

think being first mate aboard a smuggler would pay better.




Chuckling, Rusk reached down and pulled the jerkstick from

Trouble’s nerveless grasp. Trouble responded by aiming a vicious

punch at Rusk’s left kneecap. The first

mate went down, roaring in pain, but not before he managed to give Trouble

another jolt with the jerkstick. Whoever had wielded the weapon from behind him

used it again at the same moment. Trouble’s

nervous system gave up on him. He blacked out.




When he came to, the pain had faded, and Jiang and Blackwood

had withdrawn to the bulkhead near the hatch, as if they could hardly wait to

escape the brig. Both faces were impassive masks, but with haunted eyes. Rusk

sat in a foam-chair while a medi-bot administered an infuser of some medication

to his damaged knee.




Trouble rolled over and looked up at Captain Shade.




Shade said, “It’s impressive, the amount of punishment you can take,

son. But we can keep it up as long as you maintain this rather intractable

stubbornness. So, don’t you

think it might be in your enlightened self-interest to cooperate? There’s no escape now. We’re

in space.”




He was right, of course, and Trouble couldn’t

have told anyone—including himself—why he’d

put up the fight he had. Or why, after all that, he was still alive. Why was he

still alive? Surely any normal human being would have died. Maybe he was a mod. If so, until his memory fully returned, he would

have to experiment—quietly, and carefully, of course—to see what his particular

enhancements were.




“You

win,” Trouble said. “For

now.”




“Now is

all we’ve ever got, son.” Shade turned away, then looked back

and added, “Try that sort of civil

disobedience again and Rusk will make sure you rue the day you were born.”




Trouble actually laughed. “Too

late for that. Hell, Cap’n, I

don’t even remember what day I was

born.”




Without warning, Rusk grabbed the jerkstick and delivered a

measured jolt to the base of Trouble’s

spine. Trouble, gritted his teeth so hard, his jaw ached, but he did not pass

out.




“That

was for talking back to the captain,” the first mate said.




“Play

fair, Enoch,” Shade admonished mildly. Then, to Trouble: “What’s your name, son?”




Trouble’s

teeth were chattering; Rusk’s last

strike had sent uncontrollable spasms ricocheting through his muscles. “R-ridley M-matthews. People ... call me T-trouble ... I

think.”




“Trouble.

How appropriate. Welcome aboard Moonraker, Mr.

Trouble,” the captain said. “I

trust your voyage will be an interesting one.”













3 / Rusk




First Mate Enoch Rusk of the Moonraker didn’t think of himself as cruel, or detached, or indifferent

to the hardships of others. He was just someone who had a job to do, and that

job entailed making sure others did their jobs, by any means necessary.




The duties of Moonraker’s crew were long, hard, and tedious. No denying that.

There was a phrase that he’d

heard applied at one time or another to just about any line of work one could

think of, but one which he felt described space travel with extreme accuracy:

weeks of boredom broken occasionally by moments of stark terror. Nine-tenths of

the work involved in flying a starship between systems was vigilance, and

nothing was as boring as keeping a constant lookout for something that rarely

happened. That was why almost every member of the crew was trained in every

essential duty, regardless of their specialty, and rotated through shifts on

those various duties. The theory—which belonged to Captain Shade, not to

Rusk—was that this would keep them relatively fresh and gave them redundancy at

key positions.




There were, to be sure, areas in which this was more

important than others. When it came to monitoring the ship’s

engines, for example, a moment of boredom could result in disaster. The crew

assigned to Engineering had to know the Keplinger drive like it was an old,

eccentric relative. They had to be on hand in case something went wrong. And if

something did, they damned well better act quickly. Space was a cold-hearted

bitch; she had no patience for the indecisive or the ignorant.




For this reason, when Erasmus Shade requested that the new

guy be trained up on engineering and cargo duty as his first rotation, Rusk was

skeptical. No, he was more than skeptical; he was outraged, but he did his best

not to show it. Standing in the Captain’s

ready room, which was adjacent to the bridge and just forward of the Master’s quarters, Rusk gritted his teeth and glowered at the

clear portal that afforded the captain a view forward over the bow.




“Are

you sure that’s for the best, sir?” he

asked. He’d almost asked if Shade thought it was wise, and was profoundly glad he hadn’t.

He respected Shade, even as he coveted his position as ship’s

master, but he respected his family ties more. Clan Shade was the powerhouse of

the Freeman’s Guild and if Erasmus

was not the most powerful of the house, he was yet part of it.




Rusk heard the older man shift in his chair and set his

teacup and saucer down on the little wooden tray-table he affected in his

attempt to make his ready room resemble the captain’s

quarters of an ancient, wooden sailing vessel. Shade insisted on calling it his

Map Room. You could hear the capital letters when the old man said the words.

There was a squat, cylindrical teakwood-clad navigational station in the center

of the chamber. It housed a relatively modern tactical display that could

either call up star charts on a faux three-dimensional screen or—when it could

be persuaded—display a real three-dimensional model in a spherical display

above the station.




“What

is your objection, Mr. Rusk? Mr. Matthews is clearly intelligent, quick, and

able-bodied. I should hate to waste him in the galley. I would like him trained

up to his more important duties while we are sailing in relatively calm waters.

In any event, I should like to have him learn those duties sooner rather than

later. Our crew is too small to allow anyone much time for stargazing.”




Rusk pulled his own gaze reluctantly from the view the

portal afforded. One half of the sky was filled with the brilliant froth of

stars and nebulae that comprised the Milky Way. In the other half, save for the

lonesome glow of a few isolated stellar wanderers, the pitch blackness of the

Rift stretched outwards—over a thousand light-years from this point—toward the

blue-white shoals of the Orion Arm.




No one on this crew had time for stargazing. Certainly not

Rusk. Indeed, there had been precious little time in his entire life for

anything save locating and securing his next meal—at least until he’d fallen in with Erasmus Shade. Before that, he’d been a weapons runner for the Black Heart League—a

nasty cadre of smuggler-pirates that worked at the fringes of the Heartworlds.




Smuggling, even smuggling unusual contraband like their

current cargo, was a Goldilocks orbit compared to that. The position of first

mate, even on a bucket like this one, was an enviable one. That was the real

reason Rusk did not want to show Matthews anything of significance. He

distrusted the man’s

easy, watchful manner; it spoke of a natural confidence that could be dangerous

if the new guy decided he wanted to rise quickly through the ranks. Rusk’s future plans did not include “accidentally”

stepping out an airlock or any one of a hundred other unimaginative ways in

which his position might suddenly become vacant.




Rusk turned to look at his captain. “I’m not sure we can trust Matthews, is all, sir. We don’t know squiddle about him.”




“Nonsense.

I know he is capable of honest and altruistic behavior. I know he can

intimidate even someone who is, themselves, intimidating. I know he can handle

himself in a fight. I also know that he is capable of controlling his temper. A

sterling quality when it comes to life aboard a freighter.”




Shade picked up his tea and took another sip. “On

the surface, Mr. Matthews is no more or less obstinate than many shanghaied

crewmen you’ve supervised over the

years. Most of them have adjusted to the rigors of space flight, and accepted

the necessity of working cooperatively with the rest of the crew. Some have

actually embraced their role aboard Moonraker. I

think they learn to appreciate the rewards that can come at the end of a long

voyage.” Shade set his cup and saucer down with a click. “Or

he might turn out to be a reactionary, ungovernable pain in the ass. I trust

you will keep me informed as to which he is.”




“Yes,

sir,” Rusk said. “I’ll see to it, then, sir. As soon as he’s

fit for duty, I’ll assign him to the

roster.”




What he didn’t say

was that Trouble Matthews was different. Not different in the way the weird

net-head helmsman, Cyber, was different. Not different in the way the

biologically altered Jiang and Blackwood were different, though clearly he’d been modified in some manner. Trouble Matthews was

different from the inside out. Rusk was determined to find out how different.




The last thing Shade told him was, “Make

sure he gets a meal and a night’s

sleep first. I don’t want

him to make mistakes because he’s hung

over from the recruitment process.”




As Rusk left the captain’s

quarters, he knew Matthews was already being escorted to the Retreat, a

relatively spacious recreational area on Epsilon Deck. There the crew enjoyed

their few precious hours of R&R. They exercised, played games, watched

trivee, and jacked into VR scenarios. The Retreat also boasted a few private

cubicles to which crew members could retire with little fear of being

interrupted or even noticed, except when they were entering or leaving. If

there was a place where unrest was going to start, it was the Retreat. The crew

expected it, and the officers bore with it. All of which meant that the Retreat

was the de facto place the crew sized up new recruits. Rusk had seen a number

of such initiations in his day, and of course he had been the object of one,

many years ago.




He’d once

thought his own initiation had gone well. He’d

stood up to the hazing; it was not in his nature to suffer such nonsense

silently. He had established a zone of respect and limited the amount of

humiliation he’d had to endure. All it

had taken was rearranging the facial structure of some of the more hostile

hazers. Even so, the path to his current position on Moonraker

had not been as smooth as he’d

planned, forcing him to commit a few surreptitious murders. He’d

likely have been drummed off the Raker if Shade got

wind of it. The Guilds did not function like the rogue operations Rusk had

grown up in. Here, his position obligated him to publicly frown on unsanctioned

violence among the members of the crew, and to mete out justice as he saw

fit—at least until the captain told him he was going too far. Old habits, Rusk

found, were hard to break.




If this Matthews bloke was going to be a problem, the best

indications would come during his initiation into ship’s

society. Naturally, Rusk wanted nothing more than for Matthews to do something

so stupid that even Erasmus Shade would consider it punishable. But Rusk knew

well that if he instigated the stupid something, there’d

be hell to pay.




Fine then, Rusk thought. No point in Heisenberging things up

by being present in the flesh. He’d

watch remotely so that he could neither start something nor finish it. He took

the lift down to Epsilon and went forward past the Retreat and all the way to

the heart of Moonraker’s operational

network—the Core.




On his way, he passed a few members of the crew who saluted

or otherwise acknowledged him. The Raker wasn’t a military vessel; there was no formal protocol for

greeting the mate, but he noted who acknowledged him and who did not. He knew

them all on sight—the Raker’s

crew was only twenty-five strong at present—and he was fully aware of their

strengths and weaknesses. He liked none of them and trusted none, least of all

those who might have their eyes on his position. Rusk was not worried about

this; he was first mate because that was his proper station in the moment, but

he intended to be captain of his own ship some day.




Captain Shade knew this—he was no fool—but Rusk would not

challenge him openly. The old man was strong and crafty; even if he seemed occasionally

whimsical to the point of daftness, the crew respected and even admired him.

They’d be unlikely to vote anyone else into the Captain’s chair without a seriously dire reason.




More to the point, Erasmus Shade’s

family held a controlling interest in the Guild.




The Core was a darkened, low-ceilinged hive of computers,

cameras, and sensor devices. It was good-sized—about twenty meters square—and

the temperature was always cool, to keep the outmoded and overworked

electronics from malfunctioning. It was also the home of four stasis pods

equipped with neural nets.




On a fully crewed ship, at least two would be occupied by

techs at any given time, one conscious and piloting the ship, the other asleep,

but a mere failsafe’s

signal away from being awakened if a situation needed to be manually monitored.

Theoretically, the electromagnetic wards of the ship’s

Castellan shields would protect her from space debris and warn of the approach

of other vessels. In practice, those aging shields needed human backup.




Because the Raker was running

light on crew, only one of the workstations was occupied at the moment,. It was

manned by a shanghaied crewman who called himself Cyber. His real name was

Trevor something. Rusk only knew that because he thought Trevor was a wimp name

that he converted to Tremor in his mind. He approached Cyber from behind,

loomed over the back of the station chair and reached over to jiggle the tiny

antenna jutting from the skull plate behind the tech’s

right ear.




Before his fingers could come within five centimeters of it,

Cyber said calmly, “No

touchie, Ruskie, or the biofeedback shock’ll

knock you on your ass.”




Rusk straightened, disappointed. “How

did you know it was me?”




“I’m a net-head jacked into a sensor network. I don’t really have to explain that, do I?”




Rusk regarded Cyber with something akin to respect. The

net-head was spare and wiry. He had the almost luminescent skin of someone who’d spent a lifetime in space. Even in the subdued

lighting of the Core, Rusk could see the network of blue capillaries beneath

his bald scalp; he could also see the more delicate skein of glowing, silvery

circuitry overlaid and intermingled with it—a literal net.




Cyber had come aboard a little less than a year ago. Like

the new guy, he’d been scooped up on

Herron’s Hope. Initially, Rusk had taken him for a mere “wire-flyer,” a stim addict he’d

doubted would last more than a week. But Tremor had surprised them all by not

only getting his addiction under control and spending the majority of his time

in the real world, he’d also

whipped his body—wasted and frail from years of jacking in for days on end and

pushing IVs for nourishment—into shape. Cyber now used his abilities primarily

to pilot and protect Moonraker. While it could

truthfully be said that Rusk liked and admired no one, he came damned close to

admiring Cyber.




“Need

you to show me the Retreat,” he said. “New

fish, name of Trouble. Big, shaggy-haired, moves like a damned ninja. Seems a

little ... wrong, somehow.”




Cyber didn’t

reply, didn’t even blink, but several

monitor screens abruptly changed from views of various cargo holds, corridors,

rooms, service tunnels and the like to different angles of the crew’s recreation area—including the private cubicles.




It took hard work and strong structural materials to create

the tiny bubble that is a starship, and keep it stable against a hungry vacuum;

these things always translated into money. Consequently, space of any kind was

at a premium, which was why only the captain, the mate, and a few other

officers had the luxury of sleeping in private compartments; the rest of the

crew lived in open quarters—or cryo-pods. Therefore, the retreat cubicles—and

the seclusion that supposedly came with them—were extremely popular. Only Cyber

and Rusk knew that the seclusion was a lie; the place was liberally salted with

closed-circuit cam bots Rusk had had the tech deploy for his private amusement.




Cyber now used them for his own entertainment as well. In

fact, he was still chuckling over his latest “peep

show”—an amorous encounter he’d

recorded the previous evening between Jiang, the hardskin, and Blackwood, the

amphibian. The tryst had just been wrapping up on one of the monitors, when

Rusk entered he Core.




Rusk raised his eyebrows and emitted a low whistle. “I had no idea their physical differences were

so—uh—pronounced.”




“Yeah,”

said Cyber as he switched to a live feed and mentally positioned surveillance

cams to watch the main room. “What

they lack in eroticism they more than make up for in comic relief. ... Huh.

Speak of the devils ...”




The couple in question were just entering the main room of

the Retreat in the company of the new man. The latter was obviously still

groggy from his encounter with Shade’s

drugs and Rusk’s discipline, but a

close-up of his face left no doubt that this fish knew he would be making one

of the most important first impressions of his life, and was determined to

enter the Retreat walking without assistance.




Rusk frowned; he hadn’t

expected Trouble to recover that much of his self-awareness so soon.




The crew members present had been involved in a variety of

activities—eating, arguing, playing games—but upon Matthews’s

entrance, all ceased whatever they were doing and looked at him as if linked by

a hive mind.




The first to approach him was Hackett, a brawny mesomorph

who had been raised third generation on some world out in the Pleiades Cluster,

with a gravity field heavier than standard. The man looked like a collection of

rocks with skin stretched tightly over them.




“Here

we go,” Rusk murmured. “Let

the games begin.”




Cyber snorted. “You

don’t have to sound so gleeful. Were you like this at my

initiation?”




“I was

in the room, if you’ll

recall.”




“Oh,

yeah. I do recall, now that you mention it.”




Some things about human nature were eternal, Rusk mused. No

matter if the ship in question was seafaring or starfaring, no matter if the

crew was composed of different nationalities or altered genomes, there would

always be a rite of passage.




“Someone’s always got to be the low man on the totem pole,” he

said. He smiled and settled back in a station chair to watch the show.




Cyber cleared his throat. “Uh,

about totem poles…”




“Shut

up, Tremor.”




“Shutting

up, sir.”











4 / Despair




Trouble stifled a sigh at the look in the eyes of the big

man approaching him—a look reflected in the eyes of everyone around them, a

feral anticipation of blood and pain. It was familiar in a way that brought him

up short. He had a strong mental image of a dark warren full of the stench of

human fear, hatred, longing, and despair.




The despair was the worst.




How did he know that? How did he know that place? What the

hell was that place?




The word sprang to his lips before he could stop it, so that

when he faced the big guy—who was chewing a food bar, it almost seemed some

sort of eccentric greeting.




“Slam.”




The big guy stopped. Although he was Caucasian, he was

wearing an exercise loincloth of an ancient Asian style. His thin, brown hair

was bound up in a topknot. Given visual clues like these, it wasn’t

hard to guess what style of fighting he favored. Trouble stepped carefully

around him.




Topknot regarded him with a sneer. “That

your name, newbie, or an invitation?”




“Just

an expression. I meant to say, ‘damn,

but I’m hungry’.”




“Yeah?

Want something to eat?” Topknot threw the food bar at Trouble’s

chest. It bounced off and hit the floor.




Trouble knew better than to let his eyes follow the

movement. Such a distraction would open him to attack. He simply stood there,

head cocked slightly, watching his adversary.




“No,

thanks,” he said, smiling, amiable.




Topknot grinned. “Afraid

of my germs? Worried about your health, huh?”




“No,”

said Trouble, softly, reading the immediate future in the other’s

eyes. “Worried about yours.”




It took Topknot as long as Trouble anticipated to decide he’d been challenged, and when the last circuit fired in

the rock man’s brain, he reacted as

expected. He came at Trouble with a speed that was surprising in a man of that

size.




Trouble wasn’t

surprised; he was easily able to sidestep Topknot’s

charge, taking advantage of the ship’s

slightly lighter gravity. Topknot was operating in the same field, but had

considerably more momentum to deal with. As a result, he blundered a good meter

and a half past Trouble before wheeling and turning to attack again.




Someone laughed. The rest of the audience remained silent,

but the high-pitched adolescent chuckle obviously annoyed Topknot.




“Shut

up, Lucas!” he snarled, glaring at a dark-haired teenager who looked about

sixteen or seventeen, Standard. “Or we’ll find out if you can laugh without a voice box.”




The boy paled, cleared his throat, and cowered between two

older crewmen.




It was then that Trouble decided he actively disliked

Topknot. Adults who bullied kids were in a special class of vermin. He wondered

if that was a memory or a simple reaction to the present situation. Didn’t matter, really. His dislike was active but agnostic.




Topknot turned his attention to his prey. “Now

I’m going to swab the decks with your brains.”




“Colorful

imagery,” Trouble said.




Before Topknot could attack again, a female voice snapped: “Back off, Hackett!”




A woman stepped between the combatants. She was

ginger-blonde, muscular, and obviously afraid of neither of them. It was this

last fact that intrigued Trouble. He regarded her as one might a strange new

life form.




“And

you are—?” he asked.




“Name’s

Morgan.”




“Morgan.

Is that a first name or a last name?”




“It’s all the name you need.”




Trouble nodded, shifting his eyes to the hulk glowering at

him over her shoulder. “I

think someone wants to talk to you.”




Morgan turned and looked up at Hackett. She was a tall

woman, but she still barely came up to the big man’s chin.




“Get

out of the way, Morg,” he growled.




But Morgan refused to move, much to Trouble’s

growing amusement. Something in him responded warmly to the moment, though he

half suspected the woman would end up as a grease spot on the big guy’s boot.




“Leave

him be, Hackett,” Morgan repeated. “He’s one of us, now.”




“That’s open to debate,” Trouble said, before Hackett could

reply.




Surprised, Morgan looked over her shoulder at him. “Shut up,” she said, “or Hackett’ll

spread you over this deck like paint.”




“Actually,

I think the plan was to swab the deck with my brains.”




“Oh, well, then.”




“But

that’s not likely to happen either.”




Morgan looked closely at Trouble. He smiled and met her

eyes. They were green.




“Give

me a hint about the subtext here,” she said. “You’re asking me to butt out?”




“I’m just saying, I can take care of myself. I’d rather not shed blood, but if I have to…” He gave her

a shrug with the smile; she stepped aside.




Hackett came forward. “Okay,

pile rat, why don’t you

show me—”




Trouble didn’t wait

to hear what Hackett wished to be shown; he took a quick step in and popped him

in the solar plexus. Five times. Very fast. Short, strong blows, driven by

Trouble’s powerful shoulders and arms, but calculated not to

break anything. He did those calculations unconsciously, aware only of

amazement that he did them at all.




Hackett’s face

took on the shade and waxy gloss of a pale cheese. His breathing sounded like …

like air whistling through a micrometeorite breach. He slowly sagged to one

knee.




Trouble glanced at Morgan. “I’m new here,” he reminded her. “Little

help on protocol?”




“He’s down, but not all the way. As long as he’s

still partly upright, he ranks you.”




Trouble nodded. He turned back to the big man, put his foot

against his shoulder, and gave him a gentle shove. Hackett toppled and hit the

deck with a crash that probably registered on the outer hull sensors. The

audience was silent.




Trouble glanced over at Morgan. “We

done here?”




She nodded, her eyes amused. “Oh,

yeah.”




“Good.”

Trouble started toward the hatch.




“I

thought you were hungry,” Morgan called after him.




“Lost

my appetite.”




“Want

me to show you around?” she asked next.




“Maybe

later,” said Trouble, and left the Retreat.




Slam, he thought as he headed down

the corridor toward the quarterdeck. Where had that come from? He knew without

knowing how he knew that he had been in a place like that, had survived a place like that. He looked at his hands,

surprised/not-surprised to see that his knuckles were unscathed by the number

of punches he’d thrown. He noticed

something else: His skin was not as pale as most of his new crewmates which

suggested that he wasn’t a

spacer himself and that if he’d been

in the slam, he hadn’t been

there too long.




Question was, what had he done to put himself there in the

first place?




Just now Trouble Matthews had no answers to that, but his

fighting skill put uncomfortable ideas into his head.
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Rusk watched Trouble walk out of the room, leaving one of

the best fighters aboard the Raker unconscious behind

him. And he’d done it in two moves. Two moves!




Rusk realized he was gripping the arms of his chair so hard

that his fingers were cramping. He looked over at Cyber.




The net-head looked back, brows raised. “Little-known

fact about totem poles,” he said. “In

most First Nations lore, the lowest position was usually occupied by the figure

with the most power.” He blinked, and the monitor winked out. “Just

thought you’d like to know.”




Rusk growled, stood up, and stalked out.













5 / Flies




Lucas Shade had never seen anything like it. Mouth agape,

he watched the new man saunter out of the Retreat as casually as if he had just

brushed away a fly, and not decked one of the most brutal members of the Raker’s crew.




This was especially fulfilling to Lucas because Hackett

often took pleasure in tormenting him. Nothing really serious, of course. After

all, Lucas was the captain’s

nephew. And even though Erasmus Shade had made it quite clear that Lucas was to

be accorded no special treatment, the relationship kept the boy safe from

Hackett’s bursts of temper. There was some irony in that; it

also made him the target of Hackett’s

resentment.




As Lucas watched, he saw Hackett stir. The big man would

regain consciousness in a few moments, and Lucas decided it would be prudent to

be somewhere else when this happened. His duty rotation was coming up, anyway.

He might as well get a move on.




He left the Retreat quickly, heading aft toward Hydroponics.

He liked the botanical section of the cargo holds—plants were quiet, restful to

be around, and mostly not dangerous.




All things considered, life as a smuggler wasn’t

bad, even with assholes like Hackett to contend with. Lucas had spent most of

his life learning to deal with his father, whose swift but icy temper made

Hackett look as if he had the patience of a saint. When he’d

finally had enough of his father’s

emotional abuse and petitioned his uncle for a berth on the Raker, he’d had

no real idea what it would be like. He’d

only been sure of one thing—it couldn’t

be any worse than the life he’d

left.




Most people would scoff at that. The only son of a wealthy

and influential man lived a life of moneyed privilege. An outsider would call

him a fool to give all that up to become a glorified cabin boy on a piecemeal

freighter running contraband. Let ‘em

call him whatever they wanted. It was better than the alternative—his mother

disappeared, his father a cold uncommunicative bastard he could never impress

or even please. Hell, he’d

realized finally that he didn’t want to please him. Along toward the end, he’d

gone out of his way to displease. And, in the end,

his father had been only too happy to let him go to his uncle’s

ship with some clichéd speech about the experience making

him into a man Julian Shade could respect.




He wasn’t sure

he ever wanted to be that.




Hydroponics was far astern; in fact, you couldn’t get much farther aft without running out of ship

entirely. Made sense. Using an aft cargo space for the various botanicals

allowed them to be kept in whatever climate required for their transport. In

this case, Captain Shade had put their Lerandia “grove”

as far away from the bridge as possible because of the smell. The stuff that

nourished the valuable growth stank like the lair of an incontinent carnivore.

Lucas, Morgan, and the other tenders wore air filters made from Delus sea

sponges. Even with those, the stench was irksome.




Other than that major cavil, it wasn’t

a bad job; Lucas at least knew where he could go when he wanted to get away

from his uncle. Better still, the potential profits would be high. Many members

of the Guild smuggled illicit botanicals, often in the form of seeds because it

was easier to slip smaller items through customs undetected, but the profit was

way higher for the sporules from a mature plant. Even if you had to bribe a few

officials not to notice them.




Smuggling was not considered a particularly unethical

profession, but it was still risky. The penalties for being caught carrying

some items were extreme, depending on local law, but this peril was rendered

acceptable by the payoff. Captain Shade had assured them that Lerandia produce

would pay very well, indeed. He had not divulged anything about the state of

its legality.




That was a little worrisome, and neither Lucas nor any other

member of the general crew knew why that was or what properties the plant

possessed that made it worth the risk of smuggling it. Certainly, the ship’s botanist knew, and Lucas had asked him, but he’d just smiled and said, “Sorry

kid. That’s on a need-to-know basis, and you don’t

need to know.”




It was ironic, really—at home on Caledonia, his father told

him too much too often. He went on and on and on about what he expected, what

he wanted, what he deserved from his young son. Nor would he shut up about all

the ways in which Lucas failed to meet those expectations, desires, or just

desserts. The communication was mostly verbal—Julian Shade had a tongue that

his son believed wasn’t

human flesh, but carved from an iceberg’s

lethal underbelly. But occasionally his father went beyond the verbal and sent

Lucas into a realm of dark unknowns and terrifying suspicions about what had

happened to a cherished book, a beloved pet, a friend ... a mother.




Lucas always shied away from those memories, and he did so

now, putting himself firmly back aboard his uncle’s

aging vessel. No doubt about it—stench, risk, mystery, and the occasional

painful attentions of thugs like Hackett aside, Lucas was happier by far on the

Moonraker than he had ever been back on his homeworld

under the coldly critical eye of his father.




He reached the Hydroponics hatch and went through the lab

into the tiny break room where he logged himself in for duty. Then he went to

the lockers and slipped into a thin protein sheath uni-suit—designed to be worn

for one rotation before dissolving—pulled a botanics kit out of the equipment

locker, and stepped through into the long forward bay where the crew’s food staples were grown.




The air was cool, moist, and smelled fresh and green. He’d love to linger here, but he had to tend to the money

cargo. Still, he moved as slowly as he dared to the aft hatch. He took a deep,

longing breath, then activated the hatch and slipped into the aft bay’s thick, humid jungle air.




Lerandia plants—trees really, their botanist had informed

him—required room to grow and fructify. A typical plant must have at least

seven or eight meters of stalk to put out seed-bearing fruit, which was why

their bay rose vertically from Zeta deck to Epsilon. They also seemed to

require a certain congestion of growth to generate fruit; the thick boles were

barely far enough apart to allow someone to squeeze between them. They were

grown in square plots circumscribed by a network of catwalks and ramps that ran

from its lowest point on Zeta to nearly the ceiling of Epsilon.




Oddly enough, it wasn’t

the fruit that made Lerandia so valuable, but the leaves. Lucas wasn’t quite sure what benefit was derived from them, but,

given their black market value, it was obviously significant.




The leaves were broad, flat, and vaguely heart shaped. Each

mature specimen was roughly 20 centimeters in diameter. They were crimson

instead of green; Lucas knew this was because they metabolized light through an

iron-based molecular structure, instead of chlorophyll, but that was as far as

his knowledge went. One didn’t have

to be an exo-botanist to do the scut-work required to keep the plants healthy.




The Lerandia root system sent a series of nodes and fibrous

tendrils through the nutrient. Without soil to impede growth, the interweaving

mass had to be lasered back regularly. The nodes were also prey to a leprous

blight that turned their glossy black surfaces a sickly mottled gray, and which

had to be painstakingly scraped away with a cryoplane, which froze the softer,

water-heavy blight, leaving the dense fiber of the roots intact.




This was how Lucas spent much of each day—crouched in the

vile nutrient muck, fishing out nodes and carefully freezing, then scraping

away the blight-ridden bits. He wore gloves for this particular task, after

once nearly losing a fingertip to frostbite. Now he pushed and clambered

through, under, over, and around the dense, twining mass, until he reached the

pulsemarker that told him where he’d

left off yesterday.




He opened the botanics kit, fished out long synthetic

gloves, pulled them on, and hitched them up above his elbows. Then he took the

crescent-shaped cryoplane in hand and flicked it on. It hummed, and a

blue-white light arced from one tip of the crescent to the other. Lucas could

feel the supercooled backwash glide over his gloved hand and ride up his arm to

kiss his cheek. It was pleasant, really, and effectively banished the feeling

of being in a swamp.




Now came the unpleasant part. With a grimace of distaste he

groped around in the slimy feed liquid until he found a node, and pulled it

into view. Each node was basically egg-shaped and about a foot long, with a

thick root stalk connected to either end and, depending on its size, had

anywhere from six to twenty tendrils erupting from it—each a potential Lerandia

plant.




Lucas hummed while he worked, scraping a few spots of blight

off the bole before letting it slide back into the “juice” and selecting another. He’d

lost track of how many he’d done

when he pulled up one that was different. Radically different. First off, it

wasn’t oval, but more of a flattened sphere, as if someone

had partly deflated a ball. Second, although it had stalks attached to it on

both ends, it had no tendrils growing from it. Third, it was gray instead of

black; but not the gray of the blight. This had a metallic sheen. And it was

heavier than a normal node.




Lucas tapped the cryoplane’s

handle against it, and swallowed in surprise. It wasn’t

just a metallic color; part of it was metal. What he

held in his hands was not a natural growth, or even an unnatural one. It was a

device that had been attached to the root stock—a device that had certainly not

been on the Lerandia when it was brought aboard. Lucas’s

mind scrambled to make sense of it. The bay was monitored constantly. Only

someone whose presence here would arouse no suspicion could have done this.

Which begged the question: Why would they do it?




“Whoa,

shit,” he said softly, lowering the thing back into the murky fluid. He rose

and backed away from it.




I should’ve known, he thought as

he splashed and floundered toward the lowermost catwalk that led to the compartment’s hatch. Things had been just

too freakin’ easy lately. Everything

going the way it should. That was never a good sign.

He had to tell someone.




He scrambled up onto the catwalk, hurried to the hatch and

slapped the lock cycle control. His first impulse was to go to his uncle, but

Erasmus Shade was a stickler for protocol. He’d

insisted on treating his nephew like any other member of the crew.




Which means I’d have to go through Rusk. He

snorted. Yeah, right. The bastard’s probably in on it.




He’d tell

the botanist, Sanchez, he decided. The plants were his special charge, after

all. Lucas felt comfortable with this decision. If he was circumspect, Rusk

wouldn’t even have to know about it until after the whole thing

had been—




The light went green. The hatch opened. Hackett stood framed

in the opening, looking at Lucas, jerkstick in hand.




“In a

hurry, are we?”
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