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Chapter 1
 Life in the uncanny valley was hard. And if anyone knew that, it was Jules, because of his prosthetic face. The looks he got–like he had something on his face–were bad enough until he remembered that it was his face. Not something on it.
 Like the woman across the corner of the bar from him. Jules had noticed her the instant she came in. Curvy, not too short, skin showing a faint genuine bronze from someone that spent time under actual sunlight. Darker freckles in a constellation across her nose. Red hair going to blond at the tips, long so it flowed down past her shoulders in straight lines. And a fringe above shapely eyebrows. He loved a good fringe. When she’d leaned on the bar to order a drink from Dixon, Jules had seen that she had killer green eyes. She wore black pants, a matching tank that showed off the muscles in her arms. Only visible tech was a discreet node behind her right ear, matte black that could have been a shadow beneath her hair if he hadn’t seen the power signature overlaid on his heads-up display.
 She ordered an orange juice, took the stool as she scanned those present. He felt the intensity of her gaze on him and looked up to make eye contact. He offered a friendly tilt of his head.
 She visibly recoiled, then squinted at him. It was life in the uncanny valley. His prosthetic face looked human enough, good-looking even, but then there was something about it that didn’t look quite right. It made people uneasy. Human or alien, made no difference. Everyone was uncomfortable with it. He’d be uncomfortable with it too if he had to look in a mirror, so he didn’t. And then forgot until he got that look again.
 He broke eye contact with the woman and focused on his drink instead. Nonalcoholic fruit juice with ice, sugar, and bounce. He’d heard someone describe bounce as chocolate with kick once. He hadn’t ever tasted chocolate, so he didn’t know if it was a good comparison or not. He knew the important thing–bounce helped keep him sane. It kept the pain in his face to a level he could handle.
 Dixon’s place had a relaxed vibe to it. The light panels on the walls and ceiling kept the place in a soft glow with a hint of pink to it. Dixon said it helped keep people calm. Jules didn’t know if that was the case or not, but fights rarely happened. The patrons appreciated the quiet atmosphere and helped keep it that way. Sometimes that meant an asshole would be offered one last drink before they went on their way. Usually that worked, with a few slurred curses on the way out.
 Patrons at Dixon’s were a mix of humans and other species. It didn’t matter to anyone unless you sat on a chair recently occupied by either a retelorous (because of the spines) or a gierian (because of the slime). Dixon had a good bot crew, though that stayed busy bussing tables and cleaning up any messes whether they were biological or not.
 It also wasn’t a spacer’s bar, those being located in the outer top or bottom ring. Central ring catered more to permanent residents on the station. Or those here on an extended stay like Jules.
 Either way, people of any species came to Dixon’s to relax, have a bite to eat, and be able to talk to their companions without shouting. It wasn’t, though it happened from time to time, a place to go to hook up with someone. There were easier places to find companionship, a fact that suited Jules just fine. The looks aside, he could drink in peace at Dixon’s without someone asking him about his face. Or the bone spirit beads braided in his hair, marking him as a medium.
 He lifted his glass and studied the sparkling blue liquid coating the ice. The blue came from the fruit. Something from a binary planet, if he remembered right. Distilled down to an extract into a mild stimulant and flavor enhancer. The bright sparks that swirled in the drink? That was the bounce, from another plant that grew in the twilight regions of a tidally locked planet around an F-type star. The two were brought together with comet ice and water, sugar extracted from an Earth plant, and all of it blended to create his drink. Something that could never have existed without the technology to travel between different stars.
 Jules took a drink and held it in his mouth. The flavors crawled like electricity over his tongue. That was original equipment, unlike his face, eyes, and ears. It was one sense that he could count on matching his expectations. The fruit gave the drink a bit of tartness balanced against the sugar and the kick of the bounce. His nerves practically sang with the pleasure of it as he savored the taste. The bounce was absorbed directly into his bloodstream through his tissues and made its way to his brain by the shortest paths available. As his mind woke to the bounce, he swallowed.
 It helped. His mind expanded and the pain receded in proportion. It was the one thing that worked. Nothing else the neurologists had suggested worked as well.
 Dixon stopped in front of Jules, another glass in his hand. Jules looked at it, his enhanced vision identifying the contents of the glass as the same beverage he was nursing.
 He looked up at Dixon. The owner and bartender of the establishment was old, human, and bald with a pronounced hook at the end of his nose. He wore his usual red shirt with black apron and pants. The lines around his pale blue eyes deepened as he put the drink down.
 “From the red-haired lady across the way, as an apology for her slight, I believe,” Dixon said, his voice a quiet rasp from scarred lungs.
 Dixon understood pain. It helped in his profession.
 It took Jules a second to realize who Dixon meant. The woman was too attractive, her response too common, for Jules to think that much of it. He’d already dismissed it from his thoughts.
 The drink forced him to look up again across the bar. She made eye contact again and this time smiled with what looked like real warmth. Her lips quirked a bit in what might signify embarrassment and apology.
 Fine. Jules could take it. He touched the glass and gave her a nod to indicate his thanks.
 Then he turned his attention back to his first drink. He took a bigger mouthful this time, now that he had a second drink waiting. He watched his drinking and his budget. It wouldn’t do to let either get out of hand given the irregular nature of his income.
 The extra surge of bounce in his system made him feel awake and aware of everything around him. The pain faded into the background like the sound of a noisy duct. There, but you got used to it.
 With the next drink, he sucked in an ice cube and let it sit icily cold against his tongue as it melted. Water billions of years old, mined from comets in the system, and then recycled through the systems and people of the station over and over again. From water back to ice and now back to water.
 “I wanted to apologize for any offense,” a richly textured voice said in an accent that wasn’t a station dialect.
 Jules looked up from his drink to his right. The red-haired woman perched on the stool beside him, leaning closer on the bar. There was a sort of herbal scent about her he couldn’t identify. Her intensely green eyes moved, studying his face up close.
 Jules sighed. She was going to ask him about it. He shouldn’t have accepted the drink. It’d encouraged her. Made her curious.
 He turned his focus back to his drink and tipped it back, swallowing instead of savoring it. He put the glass with the ice down on the bar and slid back off his stool. He caught Dixon’s eye and lifted a hand in a farewell gesture.
 It was a shame to leave the other drink, but there it was.
 Jules started out of the bar. His brain was already processing everyone around him, assessing them in case anyone was with the woman. It wouldn’t be the first time that someone had tried to grab him, though it was rare. Mediums were always in demand, but few people resorted to abduction.
 None looked like a threat. He nodded to a couple regulars on his way out. The woman had also left the bar. His ears told him that much, and his sense of smell. She was following him out, hurrying to catch up.
 He hadn’t expected that. Most people would have been offended and let him go without trouble.
 If she followed him out of the bar he might have to call station police. He didn’t want to, but he wasn’t going to let her follow him home.
   
Chapter 2
 Jules heard a chair scuff behind him and voices. Then her voice, the red-haired woman, carried clearly to his ears.
 “Mr. Moon, please. I only want a few words.”
 He stopped at the threshold. She knew who he was. Not that there were likely to be that many people with a prosthetic face and bone spirit beads in their hair. Outside the bar, people of many species and droids moved along the central ring. Some at work, others shopping, enjoying the company of friends, or hurrying off home after work. Lines of people formed outside the transfer pod station a short distance downspin. He’d have to wait in that line to catch a car that would take him out to the council housing. If he didn’t talk to her now, she’d be able to catch up to him while he waited for the car.
 Jules turned around. A small group of regulars were blocking the woman’s path, gestures suggesting that she return to the bar for a drink. They were doing their best to intercede without being directly confrontational. Seeing that he had stopped and turned, the solicitations died away. A couple of the human patrons looked a bit disappointed.
 Jules walked back a couple steps and people started drifting away, back to their tables. Still out of arm’s reach, he said, “Bar.”
 He walked past her, keeping a courteous distance.
 “Maybe we should talk somewhere more private?” she said, in that accent he didn’t recognize.
 “Bar,” he said, and continued back to his seat.
 Dixon was already there, Jules’s second drink still in the same spot where he’d left it. Jules slid into his seat, meeting Dixon’s eyes.
 The older man grinned. His eyes flicked past Jules’s shoulder. “Need anything else?”
 Jules shook his head.
 He caught her faint herbal scent, a lotion, perhaps, as she slid onto the stool next to him.
 He picked up the glass. “You’ve got until I finish my drink. Then I’m gone.”
 “I apologize for my reaction when I saw you,” she said. “I knew, but–”
 “You knew?” He looked over the glass at her, deliberately making eye contact. Readouts overlaid themselves onto what he was seeing, showing details about her respiration, heart rate, temperature, and pupil dilation. With a thought, he dismissed the readouts. It was distracting and he’d seen enough. She was anxious, but not overly so. Embarrassed. Maybe afraid her mistake would be a problem.
 “I knew,” she said. “I came here looking for you.”
 He took a drink, barely savoring the flavor, and emptied nearly a third of the glass. Ice clinked when he set it down.
 “Why?”
 “Something is happening to my family. Something we can’t explain. I think we’re being haunted. I read that you help people with that sort of thing?”
 It was worse than he’d thought. She came to him about a haunting? He took another long drink. When he put the glass down, less than a third remained. It was mostly ice.
 “Usually there’s a rational explanation,” he said. “Old ventilation systems. Faulty or degraded circuits. Buggy or hacked software. You need experts to look at whatever is happening.”
 “That’s why I came to you,” she said. She kept her voice low. “Please. I have two daughters and they’re terrified. We all are. Won’t you take a look?”
 Jules tipped the glass, rotating it between his fingers. She sounded sincere. He didn’t bother opening his readouts. There wasn’t much point.
 He sighed, picked up the drink, and drained the glass. Bounce ignited his nerves as it coated his tongue and throat.
 Her face fell when he put the glass down. Then she looked up and met his gaze. He smiled, knowing that his too-perfect smile rarely comforted anyone. She didn’t recoil this time.
 “What’s your name?” he said.
 “Briana Makkar.” Her eyes began to water. “You’ll help us?”
 Jules interlaced his fingers, his elbow leaning on the bar. “I can’t say that yet. Not until I know more about what’s going on. But I’ll listen and take a look.”
 “Oh, thank you. That’s wonderful. We’ve been so scared. Teegan, my wife, is with the girls.”
 “Where are you docked?”
 She shook her head. “We’re not. We don’t have a berth here. I hired a transport ship to bring me to the station.”
 Jules nodded. That wasn’t a surprise, given what he’d heard. The system was littered with vessels scraping by one way or another. Berth fees being what they were, many ships wouldn’t dock with the station if they could do anything to avoid it. Too expensive and if you fell behind on your dock fees, your whole ship could end up impounded until you could pay your debt. If you couldn’t, you might end up with your ship sold right out from under you.
 He’d already seen her tech. He sent a connection ping to her system feed. Her mouth parted as she looked at, then accepted the invite. He saw the acknowledgment when he was added to her contacts.
 “Arrange transport for tomorrow,” he said. “I have some things I need to put together before then. Send me the transport details when you have them. I’ll meet you there.”
 “Thank you so much, Mr. Moon.”
 “Jules,” he said. “Just Jules.”
 She nodded. “Okay. Call me Bri, everyone does.”
 “Bri. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 He slid of the stool and walked away. She watched him go, he felt her gaze on him, but didn’t make any move to follow.
 Usually these sorts of reports meant nothing at all. Like he’d told Bri, wiring or ventilation problems accounted for most disturbances.
 As he passed the regulars that had helped stop her he said, with a ping to Dixon, “Next round is on me.”
 That earned him appreciative smiles and a few soft words of thanks. He raised a hand and walked out of the bar.
 Church first, he decided.
   
Chapter 3
 The trip to church passed uneventfully. Jules pulled up his hood as he merged with the crowd outside of Dixon’s and made his way to the station. He purchased a shared ticket to the nearest station and boarded with three other passengers in the car. Two other humans, an older male-female couple, holding hands and moving with care as they took the forward-facing seats on one side of the car. Retirees, he thought, from their casual dress and relaxed postures. Probably out to get something to eat.
 The third person on the pod was a short droid, dome top, cylindrical body supported magnetically above the deck. It kept its multiple arms neatly folded up against its body out of the way as it floated after the couple into the pod. It took up a position at the back, to the other side. No telling what the droid did. It might work for the station or some other business. Could even be from a spacer ship. The blue and orange markings didn’t give away anything to Jules.
 He stepped into the pod and reached up to grab the rail above the door, turning to face the door as it closed. He turned his head slightly away from the couple.
 The pod moved smoothly off through the transfer station, merging into the line and accelerating smoothly. It wasn’t far to the next station, two minutes later the pod reached the station and stopped. Jules stepped out the instant the doors opened.
 Clayton was one of the older neighborhoods on the station. It was an agricultural and residential segment. Buildings rose up around Central street, the tallest nearly reaching the top of the segment. Four blocks over to 1st Street, or four blocks south to 8th Street, and the buildings gave way to the vertical farms that produced fresh food for the station and trade with spacers.
 Jules didn’t go that way. Instead, he headed downspin along Central eight blocks until he came to Central Park. Then over two blocks to 6th Street and Park Avenue where the church steeples rose up toward the segment ceiling above.
 Unlike the glass and steel of the buildings surrounding it, the St. Butler Cathedral was built of blocks of dark asteroid rock. Two steeples rose into sharp points on each side of the entrance. The grand doors were of pale wood grown right here on the station, bound with dark iron from asteroids. The massive stained-glass window above the entrance showed St. Butler’s broad face looking down, her expression warm and welcoming. The patron saint of space, spacers, and stationers alike held out her hand, a bright green sapling coiling up into the sunlight that radiated around her head.
 He had paused, looking at the stained-glass image as he always did, drawing strength from the wisdom in her gaze. He bowed his head, looked up and climbed the slight ramp to the doors.
 The air inside was cooler and tinged with incense and candle smoke. A droid attendant stood inside the narthex, robbed in a silky black fabric, cowl up over its elongated head. Blue lights gleamed from its animated features.
 “St. Butler’s blessings upon you,” the droid said in a deep, somewhat raspy voice. “Be at peace.”
 It wasn’t always easy to tell the attendants apart, but Jules’s eyes picked up the faint pattern of scratches and wear on droid’s head. His systems identified it for him.
 “Nelson. How have you been?”
 Nelson’s animated face took on a smiling expression. “Well, Mr. Moon. We haven’t seen you here for service lately. Are you well?”
 “That’s a complicated question,” Jules said. “Is she available?”
 “For confessions, yes,” Nelson said. “I believe you know the way?”
 Confessions. Jules nodded. “I do, thank you.”
 “You’re very welcome.”
 Jules turned and left Nelson to their duties. Many droids like Nelson grappled with their beliefs and origins and found themselves drawn to the Butlerian Church of Universal Peace. The cathedral’s high ceiling arched above, painted in a stunning mural of the known space-faring species against the backdrop of the galaxy. Each of the systems of origin depicted out of scale to show the details of those thirty-three worlds. The section occupied by the known species was only a small part of the galactic mural–showing how much more of the galaxy remained unknown. The Church anticipated growth and communication, envisioning an entire galaxy at peace.
 Jules appreciated the vision, but found his focus remained more on the immediate future.
 He crossed to the aisles along the nave and walked past the pews where some worshippers sat and contemplated St. Butler’s teachings. It was mostly empty. There wasn’t anyone waiting at the confessional.
 Jules opened the panel door and stepped inside, pulling it closed behind himself. Through the mesh, he could just make out the outline of Mother Anna’s shape.
 “St. Butler’s blessings on you,” she said, her voice deep and resonant. “What brings you to confession today?”
 “I am afraid, Mother. I find myself less at peace than I wish.”
 “What is the nature of your conflict?”
 “I’ve been approached by a woman who says that her family is haunted. If it is true, I am afraid of what might happen.”
 Mother Anna shifted on her seat. She sighed. “Do you believe this intrusion is real?”
 “Maybe,” he said. “She went to considerable trouble to come here and find me.”
 “Where you given any indication of the source of this disturbance?”
 “No, Mother. It may yet prove to have a more tangible explanation.”
 She made a sound that might have been a laugh. “Jules, if she convinced you, your instincts are rarely wrong in these cases. You came here today looking for inner peace before this trial.”
 It wasn’t a question. And she was right. If he was going to face some sort of spiritual disturbance, he needed to be at peace with himself as much as was humanly possible.
 “I have had uncharitable thoughts about others,” he said. “I have lacked generosity. I have been selfish with my time and my self.”
 “I see,” she said. “Then your penance is the task before you, to bring peace to those that sought your help. And if there is a spiritual disturbance, to bring peace to those on the other side.”
 “I will,” he said.
 “Then go with St. Butler’s blessings on you, Jules. Nelson will supply you with blessed water, may it aid you in your task.”
 “Thank you, Mother. Blessings of St. Butler to you as well.”
 “Go in peace,” Mother Anna said.
 “Go in peace,” Jules repeated.
 He rose to his feet.
 As he reached for the door, Mother Anna said, “Be careful Jules.”
 “I will,” he said. He let himself out and found Nelson waiting outside with a black case.
 “These are for you,” Nelson said. “With St. Butler’s blessings upon them.”
 “Thank you, Nelson,” Jules said, taking the case. He touched the releases on the side and the lid lifted. Inside were a couple dozen small vials of virgin cometary water. Unprocessed water blessed by the Church and used in cleansing rituals. He closed the lid.
 “You are most welcome,” Nelson said. The droid bowed slightly and then walked away.
 Jules tucked the case beneath his arm, glanced at the confessional, then started back down the aisle.
 The Church’s blessing helped if this turned out to be what Bri claimed. And if not? Hopefully the blessings would still help. He wasn’t sure which outcome he dreaded more.
 His steps slowed. Why would he think that? Obviously he didn’t want Bri’s family to be in danger. If he could identify a mundane explanation for what was happening–even if it was also dangerous–that should be the best outcome.
 Except he knew that part of him that wanted to make the connection again to the other realm, beyond life. Places could become like reefs in the spiritual plane, infused with energy and an active spiritual ecosystem. Spaceships interacted with the very fabric of existence with the zero-point generators and dark matter collectors that made it possible to cross the expanding fabric of the universe. That sort of activity was known to fuel the spiritual ecosystem in some cases. It was like a bolt of electricity shooting across the universe. It ripped through spiritual ecosystems, but could also reinvigorate them. Especially at nexus points like a planet or station. Or even a spaceship. Most of the time the consequences were slight, unnoticeable. A healthy spiritual ecosystem helped support life, according to the Church.
 Jules believed it could. He also knew what happened when things went badly wrong.
   
Chapter 4
 After leaving the Church, Jules took another car further downspin to the council housing district. He left the pod at the station and entered the crowds of people coming and going through the station’s wide corridors.
 He went with the flow and left the transit station for the streets. The main streets were wide, designed to handle many people of all sorts of species. Frequent roundabouts offered places to rest or gather. The first floor of the buildings rising on each side of the street were shops, various dining options, service businesses, and entertainment companies. The next six floors up were housing units which finally ended some distance above with the glowing panels of the sky.
 It did resemble a city on a planet–if one ignored the inverted curve of the of street. Look far enough ahead and you could see the street curving up, plants, people, and buildings rising higher until the upward curve met the sky panels in the distance. The architecture of the buildings varied by the designer–not all human–except for the general height being the same. Some places had balconies, others didn’t. The Pledian-designed buildings were covered with hexagonal landing portals from which they came and went a bit like puffy insects, each individual radiating their own unique bioluminescent patterns along their bodies and trailing tentacles. An inoffensive species that improved the decor with their colorful displays.
 It was home. Not only for him, but for tens of thousands of other people of all species. The council housing was a public utility, like the air, water, power, and data connections. Residents were supplied with a basic income, medical care, and education. Those employed received a supplemental income from their employer. Or were self-employed. Jules had seen worlds where that basic shared care of individuals wasn’t practiced and had seen the suffering it caused.
 Not that they didn’t have problems here, but there was a safety net for all beings. In an environment like the station, and even more so on a spaceship, that was important.
 If Bri and her family had docked, and couldn’t pay the docking fees, they could have lost their ship and would have ended up here, in council housing.
 Wealthier individuals could afford housing in other districts where the station charged a housing tax. Or even, in the wealthiest districts, individuals could purchase station shares and become part of the council.
 Spacers like Bri, though, valued their independence and their ability to go anywhere they wanted. Who wouldn’t? Jules had lived that life for a long time, but that was in the past.
 He brought his attention back to where he was and away from thoughts that remained painful. He was thinking about it, he knew, because he had said he would go with Bri. Leave the station. He hadn’t done that in a long time either. There was plenty here for him to focus on.
 But he needed to get some things from his place. And he needed to find MAR-A. He didn’t work alone. He hadn’t brought it up with Bri, but he needed to have MAR-A with him. It’d be easier to show up ready to leave with MAR-A then take time to explain.
 He sent a quick text to MAR-A. “What’re you doing? Can you meet me at my place? I’ve been offered a job.”
 MAR-A replied instantly. “On my way. You accepted without asking me. Again. Did you tell them you had a partner?”
 “No,” he said.
 “Didn’t want to scare them off with the combat droid?”
 Yes. But Jules didn’t send that. MAR-A already knew the answer. And knew that many people weren’t that comfortable around the tall combat droid. Too much history in that reaperish silhouette. People who knew MAR-A had accepted the droid. Even cared about them. Those who didn’t know MAR-A sometimes ran screaming in the opposite direction.
 “I’m almost home,” he sent instead.
 “Already there. I let myself in.”
 “Make yourself at home,” Jules sent.
 Which MAR-A would do, in their own way.
 Jules reached his building a couple of minutes later. The resident entrance recognized him and let him in. He crossed the lobby and took the elevator up to the top floor. He exited and went down the bright corridor to his door. MAR-A hadn’t broken it to get in. Not that they wouldn’t if they thought it was necessary. Knowing MAR-A, it had been able to access the residence’s systems and convinced it to let MAR-A enter. The building was, in its own way, as much of an artificial intelligence as MAR-A. He suspected that all of the AIs worked together when it suited them. He’d considered adding a primitive mechanical lock–but it wouldn’t stop anyone determined about getting in. Especially not someone like MAR-A. And for the most part, break-ins were rare in council housing. Aside from the building security systems, no one really had anything that someone else would want. Basic levels of support helped more than policing at reducing crime. He knew that first hand, having seen places that didn’t have that foundational safety net for residents. It didn’t make sense, but that didn’t seem to always matter.
 The door opened for Jules, and he walked into a dim apartment. A tall shape loomed out of the shadows as the door closed. Dim metal reflections gleamed beneath the deep black cowl like coins placed over the eyes of the dead. A dark sleeve raised, metallic bony fingers clicked as they uncurled, pointing at him.
 “Hey MAR-A,” Jules said, looking up. “It doesn’t work as well when I already knew you were here.”
 The apartment’s light panels glowed to life and dispelled the shadows. MAR-A reached up with two long-fingered hands, and pulled back the cowl. The metal skull gleamed beneath the lights, complex etchings in the dark material created a pattern across their head. MAR-A’s eyes pulsed with a faint blue light around the rim. From within the nightmarish figure came the dry, rattling sound of MAR-A’s laughter. It was like fingers scratching in the grave of someone buried alive.
 Terrifying, if you didn’t know what it was.
 “I scared you,” MAR-A said in a raspy voice tinged with humor and a hint of hysteria.
 Jules continued on into the room. “You didn’t.”
 “Most beings would expel liquid waste if they saw me like that,” MAR-A said.
 “Some,” Jules said, “are easily frightened.”
 MAR-A followed him. “What is this job you accepted without asking me?”
 He sat the case with the blessed water down on the worktop, then went around to the refrigerator. He opened it and took out a juice.
 When he turned around, MAR-A stood right behind him in his space. The big droid could move soundlessly when they wanted. Jules cocked his head to the side, looking up as he opened the juice.
 MAR-A stepped back. “Scared you again.”
 “Keep telling yourself that.” Jules tipped the bottle in their direction, then walked past to perch on one of the stools by the worktop.
 He took a sip. It didn’t have bounce, but it tasted sweet and quenched his thirst.
 He said, “It’s a family. Briana–goes by Bri– and Teegan Makkar. They have daughters, I don’t have their names. According to Bri they are terrified by something haunting their ship.”
 “There’s no docking registration with those names,” MAR-A said, obviously having just searched, “but there is an entrance record for Briana Makkar. She has a ticket on an in-system transport leaving tomorrow.”
 Jules nodded. “They didn’t bring their ship in. We have to meet it.”
 “I’ve secured passage for us on the same transport,” MAR-A said.
 “Forward–”
 “I already shared the information with Briana Makkar using your codes.”
 “Thank you,” Jules said. “It’s nice that we work so well together.”
 “My modeling allows an 85% accuracy in predicting your general behavior. Anticipation of your decisions rises to over 90% in many circumstances.”
 “That’s great for your modeling. Why do you keep trying to scare me if you can model that accurately?”
 MAR-A’s head lowered as it studied him. “It is an anomaly in the model.”
 Good. Jules sipped his juice and fought back a yawn. It was late, he was tired. He wanted to get some sleep before they ended up leaving tomorrow, but there was more work to be done. He took another sip and regretted that it lacked bounce.
 Even caffeine would have been an acceptable substitute at this point.
 MAR-A made a sound like claws in a boiling pot of water and straightened. “It should have worked.”
 “Keep telling yourself that,” Jules said. “What do you have on the Makkar’s ship?”
 “Do I look like a library terminal?”
 Jules raised an eyebrow and didn’t answer.
 MAR-A made a sound like metal being sharpened before saying, “Minimal details in the station’s registry. Only what is required for ships within the station’s space. They stay out in the periphery, comet harvesters according to the registration. They aren’t the original crew of the Olympia. They purchased it recently on a Station Association contract. Standard spacer records, for all the good that does.”
 “Spotty, huh?”
 “Like blood splatters,” MAR-A said. “Likely from out of the system, likely sank everything into the deal to buy the Olympia.”
 “How did the Station Association end up with the papers on the ship?”
 “Bought from a salvage crew that reported the ship adrift and unoccupied. The Station Association made the usual attempts to track any relatives without results.” MAR-A flexed their hands, making cracking noises. “It’s likely that they didn’t try too hard. The Olympia is a comet harvester ship. Could have drifted from the nearest system.”
 “Which is uninhabited.”
 MAR-A’s dry, rattling laugh made it clear what the droid thought of that statement.
 Jules shrugged. “Okay. So an independent comet harvester ship runs into trouble. Accidents happen. If it was bad enough that the crew died or evacuated, that could explain the haunting. Ship drifts and is caught in this system where a salvage crew finds it. Failing to find anyone to inherit, the Station Association sells it to the Makkar’s, who probably think that this is their chance to live independnt of other spacers or the stations.”
 “Delusion humans,” MAR-A said. “Inevitably, they must seek others with some pretext or another.”
 “Maybe,” Jules said. He drained the juice and stood up. “I’ve got to get sleep before we ship out tomorrow. See you in the morning.”
 MAR-A stomped, making noise to show their displeasure, away from the worktop. They stood beside the couch for a moment, then folded down sitting back in the cushions. MAR-A’s knees jutted up like two bony stakes. They crossed their arms and leaned back, eyes dimming to faint circles.
 It was normal enough for MAR-A to behave that way. Jules put the juice bottle in the recycler and went to bed.
 He woke suddenly in the dark. He still wore his prosthetic face. He hadn’t heard anything, but he knew he was being watched. He didn’t move, didn’t need to move, as he looked at the time on his dim wall clock. Only two hours had passed. He looked into the dark shadows in the corner of his bedroom. Deep within the shadows was something darker, a shadow within a shadow. He was just able to make out the gleam of the eyes beneath the cowl.
 “Are you going to watch me sleep?” Jules said.
 “I scared you,” gasped MAR-A’s deathly voice from the shadows. “Scared you awake.”
 “Absolutely,” Jules said. “And if you keep it up, I won’t get any sleep tonight.”
 He rolled over, punching the pillow into shape. His ears detected the faintest rustle of robes as MAR-A stalked out of the room.
 The droid mumbled in displeasure. “Anomalous human. Should be scared.”
 He couldn’t be safer than with the big combat droid watching over him. Far from being scary, it was reassuring. Jules permitted himself a small smile and then let himself drift back off to sleep.
 The Makkars might not find MAR-A as reassuring, at least at first.
   
Chapter 5
 The next morning, Jules arrived at the transport dock early. His baggage bot squatted beside him with the few things he was bringing, clothes, packets of bounce, his exorcism kit, and the blessed water from the Church. He wore his usual outfit, hood pulled up to avoid the startled looks and stares from people seeing his face or the spirit beads in his hair. The baggage bot was programmed with a cheerful personality. It was a white oval shape, two sensor bands around its body, with a domed top that rotated out of the way for packing large items. Other panels opened to compartments for smaller items. It had retractable arms, at least four, that it used when packing belongings. Though he didn’t have anything especially valuable, it would also keep his belongings secure.
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