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It was hard to believe a mere thirty years ago, America had been at war with itself. Now Jonathan Orbital was gazing over his head at the majestic blue Earth as an atomic-powered train chugged along its steel track suspended in the darkness of space. Brass goggles rested against his forehead, ready to be lowered at a moment’s notice when the sunlight became too much to bear, but in spite of the technological miracle before him, what he really wished he could do was go home. Or at the very least, will away the miserable nausea that had plagued him since leaving Earth’s gravity. This was his third ride since the Circumferential Rail’s maiden voyage, but he wasn’t sure he would ever grow to enjoy the sensation of weightlessness.

It was still magnificent to behold, the impossible made possible through his father’s backbreaking work, canny determination, and staggering fortune amassed from decades in the railroad business. It was also horrifying in its ambition. One minor error or one loose screw could obliterate the entire structure, subjecting every passenger onboard to a nasty death in the vacuum outside, where no human was meant to survive. He’d had several nightmares involving such cataclysmic failures, with the evening before a journey typically sleepless and laced with quantities of bourbon sufficient to calm his nerves. Perhaps one day he wouldn’t have to rely on milk of magnesia to keep his stomach calm, or pretend to share his father’s enthusiasm for the marvel he’d created, but in the meantime, he was a company man, and he had to try to act the part even as he dreamed of solid ground and the reassuring gravity of his Houston home.

Far ahead on the rails, the locomotive’s radiators sprouted forth from the great steel and ceramic atomic reactor like feathery antennae, glowing a dull red even in the naked sunlight. The engine’s vent of excess steam left behind a wispy cloud of snowflakes that sparkled like diamonds, and Jonathan slowly started to doze off. Then a knock sounded against the teakwood door of his stateroom, and he sighed, fully awake and jittery again. Alas, hiding out in here until the train arrived at the station orbiting over Paris would not be an option.

At least he had a private room aboard. Most passengers on the CR would be traveling coach, forced to doze in the microgravity and sour exhalations of their neighbors. Jonathan and other ultra-wealthy passengers could enjoy the orbital rails from the comfort of rooms with brass fittings and Indian silk pillows. Some would say it was wasteful to bring such luxury up the gravity well into orbit for a journey that lasted less than a day, but Jonathan’s father Victor Orbital, the railroad tycoon and founder of the CR, was a visionary who believed this mode of travel would soon live up to its name by encircling the entire globe instead of a single line running between Houston and Paris. Apart from having all the technical bits and bobs in order, Victor’s chief priority was giving his opulent passengers their money’s worth.

Jonathan adjusted his tweed town coat and smoothed his muted paisley vest. His cravat was a stylish black. It wouldn’t do for the owner’s son to appear sloppy in public. He slid open the door to reveal the dark face of his butler and oldest friend, Jefferson Porter. The middle-aged Negro had been a dirigible pilot for the British during the 1882 bombardment of Alexandria and subsequent occupation of Egypt. After the war ended, he returned to America to follow in the footsteps of his own father, who had served Victor Orbital for many years as a free man. Jonathan couldn’t remember a time when Porter had not been part of his life. Many people saw only a black servant, but Porter took great pride in his position, and Jonathan loved the man like a favorite uncle.

“The staff has prepared hors d’oeuvres and a selection of whiskeys and bourbons in the dining car, sir. Would you care to sample them?” Porter reached up to straighten Jonathan’s cravat and gave him a close look, probably noting his peaky complexion. “You should definitely eat, sir. The nausea is much harder to bear on an empty stomach.” He adjusted the hang of Jonathan’s coat.

Jonathan wasn’t sure he could manage more than look at any food or drink until he was in Paris. “I will try. Do I look terrible?”

“No worse than anyone else out there, sir. You will be fine.” Porter, of course, looked as at home in microgravity as he did on their estate back home. Space suited him well.

The two men walked down the corridor toward the lounge car. Their steps were measured and careful to let the magnetic soles of their boots gain a firm grip upon the steel floor beneath the tasteful cranberry-colored carpet. Without such precautions, passengers would drift willy-nilly through the cars, colliding with walls and each other. Jonathan could feel the rhythmic thrum and clack of the wheels upon the rails through the soles of his feet. Even with the boots giving him a proper sense of which way was up, Jonathan still felt disoriented and more than a bit wobbly. Now that he’d emerged from his stateroom, people were watching, and those who recognized him would expect to see the public face of Orbital Industries looking sturdy and confident.

They passed through a coach car on the way to the lounge. Coach was a misnomer, given the astronomical prices for tickets. Compared to the four days by dirigible and the ten days for a steamship, the CR covered the distance between Houston and Paris in only twenty-two hours, but was easily ten to twenty times as expensive. Between the great elevators at either end of the line and the actual transit time, taking the CR might save a passenger a day and a half over taking a dirigible, but traveling into space conveyed status above all else, so the wealthy preferred it, even if it might mean floundering about like boneless, nauseated blobs. The car was only half full, with passengers belted into their seats. Some dozed while others conversed quietly, more than a few of them showing stoic faces holding back the protests of their sour stomachs.

He stepped into the lounge car and paused by the entrance to survey the room. Accoutered like a modern gentleman’s club, electric lamps were bolted to ornately-carved wooden tables beside overstuffed easy chairs covered in Corinthian leather or brocade. A fireplace with a thin stone veneer sat in one corner, but instead of a fire burning to consume all their oxygen, a curved screen rotated around an orange electric lamp to give the illusion of flickering firelight. The polished granite mantel was expensive to bring up into orbit, but the weight was negligible to the powerful towing capacity of the atomic engine at the train’s front. Clusters of stately travelers conversed about the state of the world, their investments, or any number of petty diversions upon which they spent far too much money. It was Jonathan’s primary job on this trip to divest them of some of that and apply it toward the future of the CR.

After building a dozen rail lines through the southwest, his father Victor had turned his attention to the skies. He hired atomic engineers, rocketry experts, and crackpots to build a station in orbital space with an elevator running down to a dirigible field in Houston. He had been so determined, though some might say obsessed, to see his dream come to fruition that he’d even changed the family name from Orville to Orbital. Being the only son, Jonathan was cursed with lofty expectations to carry on and even expand the family business, with future generations perhaps setting their sights far beyond Earth’s orbit. It didn’t matter that Jonathan preferred to stay at home than to travel, to balance figures than to explore and schmooze, and he most definitely had no designs on gallivanting through space. However, Victor had paid for an expensive Ivy League education for his son, and he refused to let his investment go to waste behind a desk. The company had plans for stations in Delhi, Shanghai, and Melbourne, and who better than the heir himself to make it happen?

Perhaps business could wait until Jonathan was certain he wasn’t going to vomit on potential investors. He selected an unoccupied chair and pulled the velvet strap across his lap to keep himself from drifting away. Porter approached the bar where a burly Irishman was trading good-natured barbs with the men leaning against it, their feet hooked through the brass loops. A wide swath of sunlight filled the cabin, and passengers lowered their goggles and smoked glasses without any interruption in their conversations. The car’s interior grew warmer, despite the hiss of cool air pushed through the ventilation system by a steam-powered pump, though it might have been Jonathan’s own nerves working overtime at the thought of having to be charming and gregarious with these people. A moment later, Porter returned bearing a covered tray and a bulb of amber liquid. “I took the liberty of selecting Kentucky bourbon and some crab crostini.”

“Thank you, Porter.” Jonathan still didn’t feel much like ingesting anything, but he decided to be a good sport about it. CR chefs had quickly learned tricks with food to make it friendly for microgravity. On Earth, for example, these crostini would have been simple flat pieces of toast with a crab mix spread on top. That would have been a messy disaster in orbit. Instead, the bread was carefully wrapped around the topping and toasted inside an oven. They floated above the tray like tiny asteroids, swirling and spinning as Porter removed the lid.

“They are delicious, sir. Try one. I guarantee they will make you feel nearly human again.” Jonathan sighed and popped one into his mouth. Porter was right about the taste, but then again, the man was rarely ever wrong in such areas. He sipped bourbon from his bulb but paused when he heard a silvery chime of feminine laughter from across the room.

Both Jonathan and Porter turned their attention to its source, a young woman holding the audience of several besotted men. He could immediately understand why. She was gorgeous, with wavy locks the same shade as the black void outside the leaded glass windows, and her eyes sparkled like the stars themselves as she spoke. She’d eschewed goggles in favor of a wide-brimmed felt hat with a turquoise brooch. Her white blouse and dark skirt were simple, but Jonathan knew fine material when he saw it, and her erect posture gave her an air of confidence and control he rarely saw in women who weren’t royalty.

The longer he watched her, the more he could see she was playing the gaggle of men with the skill of a Vaudeville performer. She winked and said something with a smile, which made the gaggle of enthralled men bray with laughter. If Jonathan had even a shred of her charisma, he could have secured enough investors to keep the family business in the black for the next two generations. After making a conciliatory gesture, she set down her drink bulb as if to leave, but the men reorganized themselves to make an informal screen to keep her in their presence. Although she smiled at them, Jonathan could see she wished to be rid of them. For the first time since setting foot onto this train, he felt a spark of interest in something other than setting foot back off it.

“Porter, that young lady over there. Who is she?” One of Porter’s jobs was keeping a running log of everyone on the train who might be important to speak with.

“I believe her name is Cecilie Renault, of Paris.”

Jonathan pulled a visiting card from his pocket. “Can you send her my regards and ask her if she might enjoy accompanying me on a tour of the train?” He wasn’t sure exactly what his intentions were with Miss Renault, but he felt compelled to make her acquaintance. Perhaps she knew the right kind of people who would be interested in making an investment, or was an heiress herself. Or perhaps she would just be someone pretty to converse with while he endured the remainder of this trip. His nausea had receded a little, and he wanted to make the best of it.

Porter clutched the card between his white-gloved fingertips and nodded. “Certainly, sir.”

Jonathan sipped his bourbon and watched as Porter gently but firmly pushed his way into the middle of the group, bowed, and handed Miss Renault the card.

A look of palpable relief crossed her face and she smiled at Jonathan. Several of the men looked in his direction with withering gazes, but they all knew him, and none of them would interfere in the business of an Orbital on his own train. Porter led Miss Renault across the lounge, and Jonathan noticed her steps were cautious as if she feared flying off the floor at any moment. He looked at her feet and saw she wore high boots with insufficient magnetic plating. They were both out of their elements, it seemed. Jonathan stood in greeting.

“Mr. Orbital, may I present Mademoiselle Cecilie Renault. Miss Renault, Mr. Jonathan Orbital.” Porter stepped back to remain unobtrusive.

Jonathan caught up Miss Renault’s gloved hand and pressed his lips to it. “Howdy, Mademoiselle, I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Orbital? As in the owner of the Circumferential Rail? Perhaps we can discuss the exorbitant price of your fares. I had to pawn all of my mother’s jewelry to afford my ticket.”

Jonathan’s had dealt with similar complaints from passengers before, and he normally shrugged them off as the pointless yammering of the wealthy and entitled, but he was charmed enough by her pretty French accent that he didn’t mind it so much. “I’m sorry the expense was difficult for you, Miss Renault. My father owns the railroad, and we are hoping that as the business expands, we will be able to make the fares more affordable. I would be happy to provide you a voucher for your next trip.”

The French woman flashed a dazzling smile. “Your generosity is most appreciated, Monsieur. I insist you call me Cecilie.”

“Make it Jonathan, then.”

“Jonathan.” She lengthened and softened the J into something delicious. “I am grateful to you for your timely interruption. I fear those men had no interest at all in my business proposition.”

Jonathan’s ears perked up. Clearly she was a shrewd young woman, as anyone fishing for investors would do well to troll the richest waters, and the CR was thick with moneyed folk. Of course, that was also Jonathan’s aim for this trip, so he hoped this wouldn’t turn into a rivalry of sorts. “Well, I myself am a businessman. Perhaps you can tell me about your proposition.”

“In time, Monsieur—I mean, Jonathan. I simply cannot abide this lounge any longer, especially with those men staring holes into my back. I would love to take the tour you offered.”

Jonathan extended his arm, his wooziness all but forgotten under her clear gaze. “As you wish. We will start with the Engineer’s Cupola. I find it a peaceful place in which to gaze out upon the wonder of God’s Universe.”

She grinned. “As long as your intentions are honorable, Jonathan.”

“They are indeed. However, I must admit they are somewhat selfish. My father sends me on these trips to woo investors, but I’m not much for space travel. I would love nothing more than some genuine conversation with a nice person to make the trip pass by faster. When I saw you from across the room, I thought you looked like just such a person.”

Her face filled with a mixture of relief and good humor. “In that case, I will gladly accompany you.” She slipped her slender arm through his. Jonathan nodded at Porter, the unspoken communication stemming from many years of close friendship. Porter would remain at a respectable distance and deflect anyone who came to interrupt them.

The Engineer’s Cupola was a blister on the side of one of the maintenance cars. Its leaded glass was protected from the earth’s glare and the sun’s rays by large sails on collapsible frameworks. It permitted the engineer to examine the length of the train toward the front or rear for any irregularities, using a double-lensed brass telescope. With the shielding sails in place, thousands of stars were visible. To get into the Cupola required some crawling through a narrow tube and Jonathan fretted about Cecilie’s clothing, but she was game and followed him without complaint.

The Cupola was cozy for two people, but Cecilie didn’t seem to mind; she was transfixed by the view of all the stars. “C’est magnifique! Amazing. But why can I not see this from my berth?”

“The light from the sun and Earth smothers the starlight. But here, that light is blocked so the engineer has a clear view of the entire train.”

“And that is the engine?” She pointed at the glowing radiators above.

“Indeed, powered by a Curie-Rutherford atomic pile, the most modern of its kind in the world.”

“Oui, it is truly wondrous what your father has built.”

Jonathan nodded. “Yes, it certainly is.”

“You don’t sound like you mean that.”

Her gaze was direct and sharp, and Jonathan could tell this was a woman who would suffer no fools. “You’re a straight shooter, aren’t you?”

She blushed a little and looked away. “I am sometimes too frank for my own good. My father says this is why I will never find a husband.”

“I don’t mind it. Anyway, my father’s creation is an amazing thing. I admire everything he’s accomplished. I just don’t feel like any of it is mine. I’m just along for the ride.” He was shocked by how much he’d opened up to someone he hardly knew. Perhaps it was the intimate space of the Cupola, almost like it was some sort of confessional.

“We’re all along for someone else’s ride. You just have to find a way to make the trip more bearable until it is your turn to take the wheel.”

She spoke like someone who could personally relate to what he felt, and this only made him want to know more about her. “You’re absolutely right.”

“Do you wish to hear my proposition now?”

“Yes, of course.”

“My father has been researching petroleum, and has developed a means to refine it for wide use. I am seeking investors so that we may develop the process into a viable industry, as an alternative to atomic-steam or coal-steam power.”

“Petroleum? Are you looking to make asphalt or light some lamps? That industry hasn’t gone anywhere in half a century.”

Cecilie’s words came faster as she spoke, excitement making her accent grow thicker. “Monsieur, my father’s refining techniques have produced kerosene and natural gas that are valuable fuels with many applications. We could stop burning coal in our boilers, and more importantly, we could replace steam power with a direct-driven internal combustion engine.”

Jonathan goggled at her, then laughed in spite of himself. “Now I know you’re dreaming, Cecilie. I’m no engineer, but even I know that internal combustion doesn’t work with kerosene. It isn’t energetic enough.”

Cecilie’s tone turned frosty. “I did not come here to be laughed at, Jonathan. I’ve seen the results of my father’s work. It is revolutionary. I was visiting Texas, where there is much petroleum underground. I hoped to find someone to invest in the project, but had no luck. My father has worked very hard and will be so disappointed.”

“I apologize. I shouldn’t laugh at any visionary. Plenty of people laughed at my father when he told them about his idea for the Circumferential Rail. I’ll be traveling through Europe on business myself, seeking investors to expand the line, but when I return home, I’ll certainly mention your proposal to my father. He will likely see its promise.”

“Zut alors! Qu’est-ce que c’est?” She pointed at an object moving through space.

Jonathan looked. “That’s a Fulton.”

“What is a Fulton?”

“A schooner. Basically it’s a giant coke-fired teapot with a cargo hold attached to it. I’ve never been in one, but I hear they’re sweltering hot inside and cramped like a cattle car. They carry freight through orbit, clear wreckage, and any other number of things.”

“But why would someone send freight through orbit instead of by land, sea, or air?”

Jonathan shrugged. “For the same reason people ride the CR when they can take steamships or dirigibles. Because it’s faster. Modern commerce has to happen faster than it ever did before the turn of the century, and some people realized it was faster to ship their freight up into orbit, transport it through space, and deliver it back to Earth again.”

“I never would have thought such a thing. Yet, I see how it could be very effective.”

“I don’t know much about it except that it’s a complicated process. High-altitude dirigibles raise cargo to the very edge of space. Then Fultons lower crane cables to pull that cargo into their holds. Afterward, they reverse it to deliver to the destination.”

“And even this complicated process is faster?”

“Yes. Perhaps when we reach Pinnacle Station, I can show you.”

Cecilie lowered her eyelids. “I would like that. I am sorry for my short tone earlier. It has been a stressful trip and I was hoping to have good news to deliver to my father when I returned home.”

“I understand that sort of stress very well. Maybe we can have dinner in Paris, if you would like. You can show me around the city.”

Her eyes widened and she pointed at the Fulton again. “Sacre bleu!”

He turned to look, expecting she’d seen some other mundane thing, but instead saw something he never expected but had long feared when he started traveling in space.

Sunlight glinted off a pair of huge kettles welded together in tandem. A great plume of steam shot from the thrusting nozzle, crystallizing into snow immediately. A shaft protruded obscenely from the end of the vessel, tipped with an intricate arrangement of geared teeth. Along the sides of the cabin, Jonathan could see open gunports with cannons protruding from them. The vessel rolled over to display the image of a blood-red shark painted upon a field of black as it closed in on the train.

“Pirates!” cried Jonathan.

“Pirates? But what does this train have for them?”

“Passengers with a lot of money.” Jonathan found the emergency cable wrapped in bright red tape and yanked on it to sound an alarm in the locomotive’s cabin.

A moment later, the intercom crackled and a heavily distorted voice boomed from the speaker. “Who’s in the Cupola? What’s the alarm?”

“It’s Jonathan Orbital, engineer.”

“Who?”

“Orbital!” yelled Jonathan. “Jonathan Orbital! Sound the alarm, we’re about to be boarded by pirates.”

“Who?” A shrieking whine filled the speaker. “What the hell is—” The engineer’s voice cut off.

Jonathan and Cecilie watched as the Fulton schooner touched its snout to one of the cars. A whining vibration carried through the train’s framework, setting Jonathan’s teeth on edge. Men in pressure suits boiled out of a bay in the pirate vessel, trailing tethers and towing hoses. They headed for the atomic engine itself. Jonathan knew they’d be after spare water to refuel their own ship and any compressed air canisters they could find. The water and air were valuable, certainly, but not worthwhile enough to attack a train.

“Jonathan, we must do something!”

“What can we do? Those are pirates. Desperate men. They’ll be armed.”

“I have pistols in my berth. I bought them in Houston. A gift, for my father.”

“You can’t fire a pistol inside the train. You could put a hole in the wall or window, and then we’d lose all our air.”

Cecilie opened the hatch that led back down from the Cupola. “Then I will have to be careful not to miss. Now are you coming or are you going to cower here?”

Without waiting for his answer, she squeezed into the tube and wriggled back toward the car below. Jonathan cursed under his breath and went after her. He couldn’t let her put herself into danger, but she was bound and determined to get them both killed. Rumors floated around about some of the independent Fulton crews that roamed low-Earth orbit, preying upon the valuable cargo transported through the void. The pirates were brutal men, lifetime spacers who knew how to fight in microgravity. They eschewed modern weaponry in favor of the far more terrifying crossbows, swords, and axes of the past.

As they emerged from the tube into the car, Jonathan could hear shouts further forward in the train. “Your berth. Tell me it’s toward the rear.”

“Oui. Two cars back.”

They hurried through the cars, already empty of passengers who had fled to the rear as they realized the train was going to be overrun. The CR employed a few security officers, but they would be with the passengers, ready to defend them from the pirates. Jonathan kept glancing back, expecting to see a horde of space barbarians come boiling through the end of the car at any moment.

Cecilie rummaged through her luggage and emerged with two Colt pistols in a polished wooden case with brass hinges. She handed one to Jonathan. “I have never fired a pistol before. What do I do?”

Jonathan may not have been one for adventuring, but he was from Texas, and he’d done a fair amount of target shooting over the years. He popped open the cylinder and fed six bullets into the chambers. The cylinder closed with a well-oiled click and he handed the weapon back to her. “Point it and pull the trigger. It’s loud and it will jerk in your hands. This is a very bad idea.”

“So is standing idly by while pirates overrun your train. Have you no sense of honor, Jonathan? Do you not feel an obligation to—mon Dieu!”

Jonathan sensed someone behind him and started to turn, but something hard and heavy crashed against the base of his skull and he knew nothing more.
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Phinneas Greaves, captain of the Ethershark, stepped from the airlock and into the CR’s atomic-powered locomotive. His heavy magnetic boots made authoritative thuds on the carpeted floor. The men had already done a fine job of securing the rig’s surplus water and oxygen units, but he expected no less from them. Cap’n Finn, as his shipmates called him, hadn’t earned his reputation as the hardest Fulton driver in space—among pirates and non-pirates alike—for running a loose operation. Phinneas stalked over to the engineer, who quivered in the cabin’s corner under his heavy suit of quilted lead. Like most of the rust buckets in space, the control cabin was hotter than the devil’s armpits. It was doubly worse in the engineer’s room, because instead of a coal or timber-fired boiler, the CR ran on atomic power, and even the train’s sizable radiators couldn’t keep the cabin from feeling like a summer day in Delhi . . . “I don’t believe I got yer name.”

“It’s A-artemus. Artemus Heath.”

He pulled out a daguerreotype of the treasure he’d come for. “Well, Artemus Artemus Heath, I wonder if ye can tell me where I might find this lovely piece.”

“I wouldn’t know.” Heath’s eyes had widened and shifted just a touch, telling Phinneas the engineer was lying.

“If ye don’t start talking, I’ll take this blade and cut yer protective little suit to pieces and ye can boil in here like a lobster for a spell. If that doesn’t work, I’ll do the same thing to yer hide. But don’t worry. I’ll start small. One finger at a time.”

Artemus screamed when Phinneas reached down to grab at his suit. “All right, stop! I saw her in the coach car when she first boarded. Please just take her and go!”

Phinneas smiled like the predator for which he’d named his ship and flung the engineer across the cabin with one hand. The man bounced back from the bulkhead and blubbered. His tears drifted off into the air like tiny jewels. Phinneas took a deep breath and savored the tang of fear in the air. He wondered if he should leave a more permanent memento of his visit, but the commotion of gunfire interrupted his train of thought; such a racket was never welcome on a space vessel.

“Bloody hell, what fool’s got himself a popgun?” Phinneas left the gibbering engineer behind for good and stormed out of the locomotive into the first cargo car of the train. “The first son of a whore I find wieldin’ a firearm on this train will find himself towed home by his guts!” He smashed his axe into a crate as he passed and took a meager measure of satisfaction from the way splinters exploded all around him like wooden snowflakes.

One of his men—though calling the greenhorn a man was a stretch, given he was barely out of puberty—loped toward him from the passenger cars further aft with his dark face a mask of panic. “Cap’n Finn! Somebody’s got popguns back there!” Stolen gold necklaces and bejeweled rings decorated his neck and fingers. He must have stopped to strip valuables from every single passenger he found. Avaricious dreams of wealth first drove men to piracy in the void, but only too soon did they learn that the real valuables weren’t the gleaming decorations of the Earthworms, but their consumables. Fuel. Air. Water. Protein. And the love of the void.

Phinneas himself had no use for the glittery trinkets. He’d collected thousands of such things over twenty years of sea and space voyages alike. As he grew older, he found he preferred books, rare art, or useful tools. He struggled for a second to remember the greenhorn’s name. Sebastian something. “Aye, ye think I can’t hear the racket from up here? Which one of ye shriveling dicks brought the pistol?” He grabbed Sebastian by the arm and herded him down the hall.

Sebastian’s feet flailed as he tried to regain contact with his magnetic boots. “But it ain’t us, Cap’n. It’s that jet-haired doxy! She’s back in the aft cargo car right now, and we can’t get to her with all the bullets flyin’ around. She’ll pierce the hull and we’ll all be for Willy Wright’s Locker.”

Phinneas bit back the storm of curses that wanted to fly from his mouth. His orders had been simple. Get the French girl and bring her back to Houston. The businessman had bankrolled the largest sum the Ethershark had ever earned for a job, but he’d said nothing about the possibility of armed combat, and Phinneas hadn’t expected it. These passengers were soft-bellied rich folk who were as likely to pack a gun onto a spaceship as they were to drink Kentucky Moonshine and piss vinegar. They weren’t supposed to fight back.

A white-faced unconscious passenger drifted past Phinneas and Sebastian. Globules of bright red blood spun and wavered through the air in his wake. Cordite-scented smoke washed in swirls of gray amid the sulfurous electrical lights. The pirate captain didn’t stop for anything until he reached the cargo compartment door. Another whip-crack of a pistol firing, and something whistled by his shoulder to bury itself in the far bulkhead. He felt the heat of its passing on his skin.

A group of his crewmen huddled around all edges of the entrance, peeking into the aft cargo car like they were watching a ten-cent peep show. Bloody cowards! Phinneas shoved Sebastian aside and tried to see over the heads of his men. He didn’t want to pick his feet up from the floor and risk getting caught in open air with no leverage to move or dodge.

“Get outta me way, ye useless lumps!” He forced his way through the group with great shoves and heaves. When he got to the window, he saw a woman in a wide-brimmed hat perched behind a big wooden shipping crate, waving her six-shooter around, firing almost at random. The pirates crouched down behind barriers of their own and clutched their crossbows to their chests. At least the whelps weren’t trying to shoot her. She was no good to them dead. With her wide eyes and steely grimace, the lass looked crazy enough to do anything, like shoot out a window on purpose. The way she kept snapping off wild shots, it was only a matter of time before a bad ricochet cracked a pane and then they were all in with Willy Wright.

“Where’s that cursed Chinaman?” Phinneas bellowed. He’d hired an acrobat for a reason; Feng could move through microgravity better than even the most seasoned full-time spacer.

“Right here, Cappin,” said a small voice from behind him. Phinneas looked up to see Feng pressed flat against the roof of the car. He wore no magnetic-soled boots; in fact, he disdained shoes altogether, and his clever toes could find purchase on even the smooth surface of the glass overhead. He was crazy, though—crazier than a Fulton coalman in bad ventilation. He filed his teeth to make his face a wicked parody of the Ethershark’s namesake, which was disturbing for even the most hardened spacefarer to gaze upon for too long. Phinneas tolerated the man’s eccentricities, though, because of his uncanny ability to dance through a crowded room without a single person laying hands on him.

Phinneas pointed to the door. “Get in there and get her. She couldn’t hit a standin’ barge let alone a twirlin’ Chinaman.”

Feng bared his mutilated grin and placed his hands on the edge of the door, ready to fling himself into the cargo car.

“Feng,” said Phinneas.

The acrobat turned back.

“If you kill her, I’ll personally turn yer insides into chop suey and feed them to the crew for an extra protein ration.”

Feng laughed. “Aye-aye, Cappin.” He flew into the room.

The Chinaman flipped end over end from ceiling to floor, bulkhead to storage rack. It was the kind of motion that no ordinary man should have been capable of, and Phinneas struggled to keep his eyes focused on the whirling freak show.

“Filthy barbares!” The French woman waved the gun like a weathervane in a high wind as she tried to draw a bead upon Feng. He braced a foot for one more twisting leap and the shelf splintered under his mass. He flailed in desperation as the woman pointed the pistol at him and pulled the trigger.

Click.

“Ye are empty, lass.” Phinneas stepped forward into the car.

“Pas tout fait!” She grabbed a second gun that he hadn’t seen floating in the air by her waist and trained it on him with a hand that no longer shook in fear. He couldn’t help but admire the wench’s spine. Phinneas raised his hands. He might have been a brute among his men and to others, but he knew when to use a gentle touch. He also saw Feng disappear into the shadows and knew the Chinaman would find his way around to her blind side.

“We aren’t here to kill ye, lass. A man just wants to talk to ye.”

She sniffed. “Men who just want to talk do not hit people over the head, or storm onto trains and steal all the the passengers’ jewelry. You’re pirates.”

Phinneas found her accent charming. “Space is dangerous. We always take a little hazard pay.” A couple of the men snickered from the doorway. He ignored them. “If ye keep slingin’ that gun around here, ye’ll get us all killed. You. Me. That bloke you shot bleedin’ to death in the next car.”

“I don’t care! I’ll never go with you!”

Like a serpent, Feng hung down from an overhead conduit. He was in the perfect position to nab the woman. Phinneas tipped her a slight bow. “Suit yerself.”

Feng scooped his arms under hers, and Cecilie screamed. She reached up and squeezed the popgun’s trigger. The bullet punctured the ceiling of the cargo car, opening a tiny round window to the void outside. Pandemonium erupted among the men, who all tried to flee the car at the same time in a screaming herd of swinging fists to escape to a pressure-sealed train car. Feng kept calm and changed maneuvers, wrapping his the woman’s neck for a few seconds until her eyes rolled back into her head and the gun drifted from her lax hands.

Phinneas hoped she wasn’t dead as he launched himself over to her, ears popping as air whistled out of the hole. After more than a few seconds of this, they’d start to suffer from the bends. Clipped to the leather harness over his shoulders was a tube of tar foam. He yanked it free and squeezed the thick black goo onto the hull breach. The whistle of air became a gloppy, sucking sound, and then ceased altogether.

Feng gave Phinneas a knowing grin. “It just you and me, Cappin.”

The captain grumbled. “Bloody babbies. Ye’d think all of them were still suckin’ at their mothers’ teats.” He turned and roared after the panicky cowards of his crew. “Get yer stinkin’ arses back to the Ethershark!”

The sound of their captain’s fury scared the men into a sense of order once again, and they filed out and down the passenger cars toward the locomotive.

Phinneas turned to Feng. “Take her and go. If she’s damaged, ye’ll breathe vacuum before dinner.”

“Aye, Cappin.”

Phinneas took one final look around to make sure none of his men remained behind. He had no patience for stragglers, but neither would he abandon a wounded crewman if he could help it. Unconscious passengers drifted peacefully as he bounded back through the train toward the ship and salvation. He caught up to Feng at the mouth of the ‘Shark’s toothy proboscis that had chewed in through the bulkhead. They would have to leave it behind, like they did for every raid, but they could always build more from the raw materials available back at their lunar grotto. Feng pushed the unconscious girl through the tube and followed after her. Phinneas took a final look around and then squeezed in as well. Once past the shark’s teeth, he closed and dogged the hatch tight. Yanking on six levers, he separated the tooth module from the rest of the vessel and the Ethershark was free once more to cruise the byways of the void.

Phinneas emerged into the familiar humid heat of the bridge, filled with the acrid scent of sweating men and sharp-smelling lubricant. He turned to Zeric, his First Mate. “Secure the hostage. and make sure her bonds are tight. She’s a fiery one.”

Jeron, one of his spotters, wheeled around from his position at one of the Ethershark’s scopes. “Cap’n! There’s a British Space Guard on an intercept vector! She’s flying flags ordering us to stand to. Her gun ports are open.”

Phinneas laughed. This was always his favorite part of the job—barking orders and thumbing his nose at the law. He had been doing it since he was a young man steering Caribbean sea ships full of smuggled cargo, and it never got old. “That’ll be the Southampton. She patrols these lanes. Flagman!”

“Yes, sir?” The junior pirate Sebastian puffed up his scrawny chest with pride.

“Tell Captain Bartles to kiss me arse.”

Sebastian paused, probably unfamiliar with that particular flag combination. “Aye aye, sir.”

“Helm, prepare to come about. Man and extend the cupolas. I want every man in a suit and hat, ready for canned air.” The men had practiced the dress-out drill for many hours until the entire Ethershark crew could be combat ready in under a minute. Phinneas stepped into his own quilted vacuum suit and zipped up the seal. He grabbed a speaking tube. “Engine Room, give me a hundred and five percent pressure. Stand by for hard burn.”

Aft and above the bridge, the engineers began to feed additional fuel and oxygen into the fires that kept the ‘Shark’s twin boilers running hot. The familiar whine of the gyroscopes filled the air and the temperature rose a dozen degrees in as many seconds. Gun crews cranked out the cupolas—small matte-black pillboxes with a single gunner and a gimbal-mounted machine gun that fired bullets embedded in cakes of oxidized gunpowder. The bullets and tracer rounds weren’t of use against the heavy armor of Space Guard cruisers, but they came into their own for point defense against incoming rockets.

“Range, Zeric?”

“Looks like a mile, sir, and closing fast.” The First Mate’s face was glued to the primary periscope.

Phinneas squinted against the glare of Earth through the ‘Shark’s windows, seeking the steam plume from the approaching cutter. He found it in seconds; the Southampton was approaching from a lower orbit. It would have a clear field of fire within seconds of the Ethershark disengaging from the train. “All right, let’s give them somethin’ to worry about. Harpoon crew, stand by. All hands, prepare for maneuverin’ and acceleration. Helm, relative pitch minus ninety. Mark!”

The helmsman pulled a lever, spun a wheel, and kicked a pedal. The Ethershark’s nose dipped downward from the plane of the CR to face the approaching cutter.

“Harpoon, target the train boiler and fire! Lock yer line at two hundred feet. Forward cannons, fire! Helm, stand by.”

The thud of the small charge that launched the magnetic harpoon was dwarfed by the thunderous roar of three cannons firing nine-pound cannonballs toward the onrushing cutter. “Reload!” bawled the chief gunner, and the crews raced to set the cannons for another round, a process complicated by the need for them to fire into vacuum.

“Harpoon set and locked, sir,” called a pirate.

Phinneas grabbed onto a railing to keep from being flung across the bridge. “Helm, ahead full. Harpoon, cut the line on me mark.”

The helmsman pushed the throttle lever forward to its furthest position. The steam pipes throughout the Ethershark clanked and hissed as pent-up pressure found a route to release. The vessel jerked forward, straining against the magnetic harpoon holding it to the train. Phinneas caught a glimpse of the bright Union Jack flag across the Southampton’s prow before the ‘Shark’s linear momentum became an arc with the harpoon at the focus. The ‘Shark groaned at the stresses as she looped underneath the train and back up the other side.

“Cut the line!” shouted Phinneas.

The harpoon crew closed a heavy lever. Gears spun and steel jaws closed upon the cable, shearing it off. The ‘Shark jerked free and cut across the Southampton’s prow at a right angle to the cutter’s course.

Zeric looked up from his scope, a grin creasing his pockmarked face. “Her portside gunports are still closed. Looks like a clean breakaway, sir.”

Phinneas shook his head. “Don’t be so certain. Space Guard isn’t staffed with greenhorns. Helm, set course for the Moon. Spotters, any strikes with our volley?”

“No, sir, no visible damage to the Southampton.”

“Damn it.” Phinneas took over the scope from Zeric. He flicked brass levers and thumbed the wheels, zooming in on the Southampton as she wheeled about to give chase. “Grapeshot. They’ve got gallery windows forward. Maybe we’ll get lucky. Fire as soon as ye are set.”

“Grapeshot, boys, move it!” the chief gunner shouted over the din of the engines. The gunnery crew cranked hard on winches to rotate the cannons out of the firing ports and the scatterguns into place. Sweat flew off the men in a fine mist.

“Southampton’s firing rockets,” shouted Jeron. “Five, no six contrails.”

The scatterguns fired, sending a cloud of golf ball-sized iron pellets toward the Space Guard cutter. They couldn’t do much damage to armor, but would wreak havoc upon unprotected steam lines, radiator fins, or windows.

They also made for a reasonably good defensive screen against rockets.

The cupola gunners began firing. The chunka chunka sound carried through the struts, filling the Ethershark with even more racket. Phinneas watched through the scope as tracer rounds flared through space toward the inbound rockets, vanishing into invisibility when their oxidizer burned out. It only took a single bullet to destroy a rocket, and Phinneas’s gunners were skilled.

One contrail vanished. Then another. A third disappeared and Phinneas began to feel a little confident.

The remaining three rockets seemed to explode prematurely, but instead of being destroyed, twelve new contrails flashed toward the Ethershark.

“What the hell are those?” cried Zeric.

“Some kind of multi-stage cluster rocket,” said Phinneas. “Helm, get our belly to ‘em! Pitch minus ninety!”

One rocket shot past the ‘Shark’s starboard portholes, its engine sputtering out. “Maybe they missed,” said Sebastian.

The Ethershark rang like a bell as two hard impacts caught it on the stern. The fleeing ship lurched sideways, flinging men across the cabin like paper in a gale. The helmsman crashed headfirst into the iron hatch wheel hard enough to bend it and shatter his skull like an overripe tomato. Zeric yelped as his arm intersected a bulkhead at an odd angle. Everywhere, men screamed in pain and terror. Steam valves overloaded and burst. Metal bent, wood splintered.

Phinneas couldn’t busy himself with their ails, though. He pulled himself back to the deck, locking his hands around the scope handles. His ears popped, and then popped again. “Bloody hell, we’re ventin’ air! Damage control, find that leak.” He looked at the helmsman’s ruined head and wished he hadn’t. “You, Sebastian. Take the helm.”

“B-but . . . I never . . .” The boy raised his hands in feeble protest.

“Goddamn you, boy, take the helm!”

“Aye aye, Cap’n.” Sebastian pulled himself into the helm station. Phinneas would have preferred Zeric, but the First Mate’s arm was shattered and his pockmarked face was painted with agony.

“Engine room,” called Phinneas into the tube. “What’s our situation?”

No reply.

Phinneas leaned closer to the tube to listen, but heard nothing except a familiar whistling sound. Air was flowing into the tube from the cabin. He grabbed his tarry foam and shot it into the tube. The leak was either in or near the engine room. He hoped the crewmen in there had gotten their helmets sealed before it was too late,

All that would have to wait. The Southampton was still out there, and the Ethershark was wounded. Phinneas didn’t know the extent of the damage, and wouldn’t until they reached the Grotto. And reach it they would. He refused to accept anything less than success.

“Don’t they know we have a hostage, sir?” Sebastian glanced away from the dials and levers of the helm to look back at his captain.

“I doubt it, Sebastian. How bad off are we?”

“I think we’re down to sixty percent pressure. Make that fifty-five, sir. We’re hurt bad. I bet the Southampton’s gaining on us. If she takes another shot, we’re done for.” The boy gasped, struggling to find breath in the thin air.

An idea presented itself to Phinneas. “Then we’ll just have to make sure she doesn’t take one.”

“Sir, I think we’re spinning.” Sebastian’s youthful brow wrinkled in consternation as he tried to interpret the gauges.

“Engines to full stop, Sebastian. Don’t try to correct the spin.” Phinneas looked around the bridge at the rest of the crewmen, already busy with damage control. He couldn’t spare anyone else, so he went to the flag lines and composed a message upon them. He spent the extra time to use individual letters so there could be no misinterpretation in his two-word message: Hostage Aboard. He added the signal flag for Vessel Disabled, and Request Assistance and, swallowing his pride, the white flag of surrender. He inflated a small rubber balloon, tied it to the end of the cable, and fed the cable with its flags into a small airtight case at the edge of the cabin. Air hissed as he pulled the lever to open the case to vacuum. Pulling another lever employed the needle that pierced the balloon. As it deflated, it towed the message out into the void.

“Orders, Cap’n?” Zeric’s voice sounded shaky, but Phinneas knew First Mate was a strong man who could shake off almost anything.

“Everyone we can spare to reroute pressure through undamaged pipes. Give me two gunners on the starboard cannons and leave Sebastian here on the helm.”

“Aye, sir.”

Phinneas ordered the gunners to triple-load the cannons. They tried to argue that doing so could cause them to explode inside the ‘Shark.

“Do as I say or ye’ll ride the next cannonball out,” shouted Phinneas. “Leave the ports closed. Ye’ll be firin’ through them. We’ll get only one shot at this. Best we make it count.” He buried his face against the scope, watching as the Southampton steamed closer.

The Ethershark slowly tumbled through all three dimensional axes. The message cable had unfurled without tangling and so far, the Space Guard cutter hadn’t fired again. Her ports remained open, and Phinneas knew they could unleash a second wave of rockets at a moment’s notice, which would send the Ethershark and everyone aboard to Willy Wright’s Locker for good.
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