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“For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and do not return there but water the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.”


THE COMPASSION OF THE LORD, ISAIAH 55:10–11


PRIMARY CAST


Crew of the Six-Brace Natalia Zoja

•    Baden Haczyk

•    Captain Simon Haczyk, Baden’s father

•    Emi Akai

•    Shen Renshu

•    Owen “Ozzy” Zinssler

•    Cyril

•    Gail Salpare

On Puerto Guijarro

•    Ravenna Salpare, Gail’s mother, owner of the Freighthound Tavern

•    Abu Zuhayr Hamid ibn Thaqib, CEO, al-Azhar Shipyards

The Verge family

•    Cadet Trainee Alec Verge

•    Lt. Colonel James Verge, Alec’s father; commander, 21st Lancers Expeditionary Brigade

•    Professor Tara Douglas-Verge, Alec’s mother; alternate representative, Congress of Worlds

•    Julianna Verge, Alec’s older sister

•    Bridget Verge, Alec’s younger sister

•    Commander Colleen Verge, James’s sister; captain, HMS Herald

•    Lieutenant Connor Verge, James’s brother; Deuce Flight leader, Coyote Squadron, Gold Beasts fighter wing

•    Major Jonathan Douglas, Tara’s brother; commander, First Battalion, 21st Lancers Expeditionary Brigade

Koninklijke stabiliteitskracht (Royal Stability Force) KSK or Kesek

•    Captain Charlotte Ruby Bell, pirate, navastel Golden Orchid

•    Commissioner E. H. Gironde

•    Detective Chief Inspector Nikolaas Ryke

•    Detective Inspector George Cotes

•    Captain Goro Sasaki, HMS Interrogator

Others

•    King Andrew Justice Markham Douglas (Andrew II), Lord of the Realm of Five

•    Corporal Benjamin Sands, Troop Two, Echo Company, 21st Lancers Expeditionary Brigade

•    Major Branko Mazur, commander, Rozsade Ninth Fusilier Legion, “Berdysz” (Battle Axe)

•    Representative Gostislav Baran, Congress of Worlds; Rozsada

•    Representative Carina Sulis, Congress of Worlds; Expatriate Cooperative

•    Commodore Ayla Gultasli, commander, Seventh Royal Task Force, Starkweather Navy, and captain, HMS Iron Duke

•    Assemblyman Bartholomew Heng, Bethel colonial freeholding


PROLOGUE


September 2602
Eventyr Star System

“Their faith is illegal.”

Captain Charlotte Ruby Bell saw Detective Chief Inspector Nikolaas Ryke smile as he said it. On the screen, his cold, brown eyes squinted out of the bright comm screen. His head had been shaved bald. His skin was a ghostly white. He looked like a ghoul, save for the deep maroon uniform jacket he wore.

Bell shifted uncomfortably in her small seat. She was perched on one wall of the nearly pitch-black comm booth. She absently scratched her ragged mop of short black hair as she returned Ryke’s stare, willing herself not to flinch before the young investigator. Bell curled a lip. What galaxy was this that this whelp, at least twenty years her junior, was telling her what to do? But, she thought with a shrug, she was willing to overlook such insults where money was concerned.

“You sure you want this done?” People had told Bell that her voice gave the impression she’d been gargling with metal shavings. If it resulted in better pay, so be it. “This ain’t my usual line of work.”

Ryke brushed lint, either real or imagined, off his immaculate coat.

Bell wished for half a second that she’d worn one of her nicer, albeit stolen, jackets in place of the patched brown and grey work jacket. But she liked the feel of this old one. It clung to her tightly muscled arms and shoulders. She liked letting everyone see that, while she was a thin woman, she was a strong one.

Even with that strength, Bell despised the tiny comm booth. The walls, ceiling, and deck were unadorned metal. She’d extinguished the only light. Her lone seat faced five small screens, two of which were blank. Ryke inhabited the middle one. The single console of flickering buttons and switches would let her speak to five people at once. The calls could be completely open or heavily encrypted. It was a complex piece of hardware. Bell always thought it was the best investment she’d made in her ship.

“Come now, Captain,” Ryke said smoothly. “It is not so far afield from your sacking of the six-brace off Port Kapteyn.”

Bell gripped the armrests tightly. How did Ryke know about that? If he’d learned what she’d done to the survivors . . .

Ryke spoke again, as if reading her mind. “Needless to say, that incident will be . . . overlooked . . . if you satisfactorily complete this assignment.”

“Yeah?” Bell scowled. “Look, I don’t usually go after these religious nuts. Ain’t that your job? Usually no profit in it for me and my crew. Who cares if they’re off their course?”

“I care, Captain.” Ryke’s voice was a low hiss. “We cannot allow such a threat to the Realm of Five. As I’m sure you fully believe, Captain, the belief in a single, jealous God is tyranny for the human spirit. Kesek will not allow it.”

“For the stability of all. I know.” Bell’s eyes flicked to Ryke’s chest and the brass badge affixed there. It bore no decoration or insignia, only the words Koninklijke stabiliteitskracht. Bell knew it was abbreviated KSK, and usually pronounced Kesek. “You know, I always thought Royal Stability Force was a dumb name.” She twisted her lip into a sneer.

“Your candor,” Ryke said dryly, “is . . . appreciated.”

“Okay, so you want ’em dead.” Bell shrugged. “There’s a lot of people on that ship.”

“The people are a secondary concern,” Ryke said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “This is a case of texts-in-violation. We have never had a printed copy of the Talmud and the Torah in one place at one time. You must seize this opportunity.”

“Why me? You guys got your own ship in the area! Tell me again why we can’t seem to track it . . .”

Ryke smirked. “Captain, I pay you the compliment of believing you are an intelligent woman.”

Bell nodded glumly. That confirmed her worries. “No point in getting your hands dirty if you got someone else willing to make the mess.”

“Precisely.”

“It’s a lot of killing,” Bell said, laying more sorrow into her gravelly tone. “Makes for a heavy burden.”

Ryke didn’t bat an eye. “I will double the price. Does that adequately lighten your load?”

“Oh, definitely,” Bell said, suddenly eager. With that much money, she’d be able to outfit her ship in style. No more insults from more powerful pirates. “You got a deal, Mr. Ryke.”

“Detective Chief Inspector Ryke,” he reminded her sternly.

“Of course. You got it.” Captain Bell left the comm room and sauntered out onto the bridge of Golden Orchid.

Her spirits were brightened now, not only because of the new contract under her belt but because of the more open feel of the command section. The bridge was hemispherical, almost perfectly round. She all but bounced into her tattered captain’s chair, spinning it in a half circle. From there, seated up a couple meters above her bridge crew, she could keep watch over everything going on under the sickly pale lighting.

Bell felt like she was looking down into a bowl about six meters wide as her eyes roved across her bridge crew. Slightly below and to her left, the missile tech slouched over his console. The comm tech, above and forward of him, watched his own signaling equipment sharply, one hand pressed to the tiny speaker of his earpiece.

The navigator sat amidst a trio of wrap-around nav screens a handful of steps in front of Bell. He swiveled back and forth in terse movements as he called up a hologram of their course and requested target data from the sensors. To Bell’s right, the gunner stood serenely at his targeting displays, eyes flicking sharply to each of the six in turn.

The main monitor dominated the bridge. It was a glowing, round-cornered rectangle of stars filling sixteen square meters, directly ahead of her chair.

“Any news on the target?” Bell asked.

“No change,” the navigator replied. “Same heading, same speed. Don’t think they’ve seen us.”

One of the three monitors attached to the arm of Bell’s chair flickered. She smacked it on the side with an open hand. It blinked once more and settled down. “Most likely they have, but they don’t care,” she said. “We look like every other navastel out there.”

Now that the monitor was working, she could watch her own, smaller version of the nav chart. “Distance holding?”

“Aye, Skipper. Five light-seconds out.”

Bell grinned. “Continue to match speed and course. No sudden moves. We got a big payday ahead, boys.”

•   •   •

Four monotonous hours later, the action alarms screamed. Bell woke from a dream and found herself still on the bridge. She wiped a strand of drool from the corner of her mouth.

“Vector change!” the navigator shouted. “Target’s decelerating, heading to mark zero-four-nine!”

“She’s changing course,” Bell said. “The drive flare will keep her blind to us for a bit. Now’s our chance. Full burn on the main drive! All hands to battle stations!”

The helmsman pounced on his controls, lashed into action by the command.

Golden Orchid surged ahead, accelerating at 30 gravities. The external view of the ship displayed on Bell’s screen showed her the blazing blue-white thrust from its antimatter engines casting shimmering light along the deep grey hull, from the blunted stern to the sharp prow. Ripples played across the spherical quantum singularity generator, which took up a fifth of the ship’s length.

“Get the turrets up!” Bell ordered. “Stand by three nukes on my mark!”

The two men standing obeyed instantly. One started the commands to the forward missile tubes, initiating the loading sequence. The other brought the pulsed neutral particle cannons up out of their recesses in the dorsal and ventral hulls.

“Tubes one, two, and three loaded for simultaneous launch!” the missile tech called.

“Guns charged and ready,” the gunner said coolly.

Bell held up her left hand. “Distance to target?”

“Four light-seconds and dropping,” the navigator said.

“Magnify on the main screen.”

The target ship appeared on the main monitor. It was shorter and a bit wider than Golden Orchard. Bell noted the bulging sphere at its midsection, showing that it was capable of interstellar travel.

“Definite match, Skipper,” the navigator said. “It’s the four-brace we’re looking for.”

Bell nodded, eyes narrowing. So many people aboard. Civilians. But this was going to bring her a lot of money, she reminded herself.

“Launch missiles!” she snapped.

Still building upon its velocity of 800 kilometers per second, Golden Orchid bore down on its target, broadcasting no warning. The trio of missiles raced ahead, tearing across the void at a speed no ship could duplicate.

“Counter fire?” Bell asked.

“Nope!” the missile tech crowed. “El-stat shields are it!”

Bell pounded the console next to her. “Aced!”

When the missiles were nearly on top of the target ship, they exploded in dazzling silence. The payload hammered the ship with tamped radiation and electromagnetic pulses that shorted out every computer network aboard. Guidance, comm, thrust control, primary life-support—all died instantly.

Crippled and dead at the helm, the ship hurtled onward from inertia only as Golden Orchid hurried to intercept. “Match velocity!” Bell barked. “Slow us now!”

The helmsman flipped the pirate ship bow over stern, firing the main drives to decelerate and match velocity with the target.

Bell leaned forward in the command seat, watching as the distance between the ships closed to 350,000 kilometers. “Stand by guns,” she said quietly but firmly.

“Guns locked, Captain.”

The comms man looked up from his console behind Bell. “They’re hailing us.”

“Ignore it,” Bell snapped.

“Aye, Skipper.”

Bell stared at the ship. Did she really want to kill those people?

She thought again of all that money.

“Range is 290,000 klicks, Captain!”

“Fire,” she ordered.

The neutral particle blasts leapt across the distance in an instant, annihilating the hull plating and shredding everything else in its path. Air burst from the target ship and froze in wispy plumes.

Bell raised a hand. “Hold fire.”

The pummeling ceased.

“Scan it.”

Golden Orchid’s sensors probed the wreckage and the cloud of debris expanding out.

“No life signs,” the navigator reported. “Some biological remnants.”

Bell grimaced.

“Some pseudo-cellulose residue.”

Bell glanced at the tac board. Aside from their Kesek tag-along, Golden Orchid was the only ship around for light-minutes. “Finish her.”

A few well-placed blasts, and the target ship erupted in a brilliant fireball that burned out quickly. Somewhere in that mess were the remains of the Tormud or whatever holy books Kesek had wanted destroyed.

“Good,” Bell said with a tight smile. “Payday.”

•   •   •

Golden Orchid made itself discreet again, veering off quietly from the scene of the attack. There was enough merchant traffic farther in the star system that they could mingle unnoticed.

Unnoticed by all but one ship. Their tagalong.

The sleek, charcoal black warship blazed up to Golden Orchid. On the external view, Bell thought its 250-meter, torpedo-shaped hull looked entirely incongruous alongside her dingy pirate ship. Though they’d known it was in the area, they hadn’t been able to track it accurately. They’d actually lost track of it for the duration of the attack.

Now it had appeared so suddenly out of the sun’s glare that Bell’s gunner had had no time to prepare a defensive salvo. Her missile tech had been caught equally unawares.

“Modified battle corvette, Captain,” the navigator said, sounding uneasy. “Heavily modified. ID is . . . HMS Interrogator. No other naval transmitter.”

“Skipper,” the comms man said, “Kesek’s calling.”

Bell nodded. “Put it in the booth.”

•   •   •

“Well done, Captain.”

Ryke looked quite pleased to Bell, but no less intimidating, even in miniature on the screen.

“Your pay, of course, is being routed to the specified account.”

Bell grinned. “Thank you.”

“I am most pleased with your work. Consider yourself a lucky woman. I have a further assignment for you.”

Her smile faded. “What kinda job?”

“This will be even more lucrative, Captain. If you succeed. You will find your target information in the file I forwarded to your comm frequency. Take care: your quarry is more elusive than any you have faced, but the prize is infinitely greater.”

Bell frowned. “What is it this time?”

Ryke smiled. “The book our target carries is far more dangerous a threat to the security of the Realm than any we have hunted. We thought it had long been destroyed. Its reappearance will cause . . . significant havoc. It must be seized at all costs.”

“Another holy book, huh?” Bell said. “You guys didn’t do a very good job banning them, did you?”

Ryke’s eyes narrowed to slits. “You would do well to remember, Captain, that the contents of all your computers—personal and otherwise—are subject to my review at any time.”

Bell sighed. “Making this as fun as possible, aren’t you?”

“You have the pleasure of working with me, Captain. Beyond your pay, that should be enough.”

“Look, you’ve given me the specifics. I’ll read the file. Just back off and let me get it done. Didn’t we just prove we don’t mess around?”

“Yes, you did well this time, Captain. And that is a good thing.” Ryke’s tight smile disappeared as he leaned a tad closer to the video pickup. “Because error is . . . disappointing.”

The image winked out.


CHAPTER 1


October 2602
Arapaho Star System

Baden Haczyk wanted to be left alone.

Solitude was easy enough to accomplish here. He was crouched in his bunk with his nose buried in his delver, reading history articles pulled off the Reach information network. The cabin hatch stood shut and the mellow jazz of a man named Duke Ellington played in the background. Getting alone wasn’t the issue.

The problem was that it could never be maintained for long aboard the six-brace vessel Natalia Zoja.

The intercom buzzer jolted Baden out of his reading.

“Baden?” his dad called.

He ignored it. Baden wanted nothing more than to stay locked up in his cabin. It was four by five meters of his private space. He’d taken great pains to scrounge enough goldenrod paint to add some color to the four different shades of grey. There were storage bins crammed into every available square centimeter—under his bunk, clamped to the bulkhead, embedded around the hatch. There’d be even more space for him to sprawl out if he didn’t have a closet-sized shower and bathroom off to one side, but Baden viewed that as nonnegotiable.

“Baden!” His dad sounded upset—so what else was new?

Baden tossed the delver onto his desk, where the handheld electronics pad landed amidst a pile of data chips. He stretched his arms and ambled across the cabin in six steps. “What’s wrong, Dad—no one to yell at?” He punched the response key. “Yeah, what?”

Not surprisingly, his dad’s initially sour tone did not improve. “Get up to the bridge. We’re five minutes from tract shift. I want a diagnostics run on the communications system and the sensors, got it? They need to be checked before we arrive at Muhterem.”

And how are you, Dad? Good. Oh, me? I’m just fine. Baden sighed and ran a hand through his unkempt brown hair. No matter how he combed the unruly stuff, it would not cooperate. “Sure, I’ll be right there. Just give me a minute to—”

The intercom clicked off. Baden stared at the unit open-mouthed, his sentence lost. He scowled. “Just give me a minute to drop-kick you into a black hole.”

Baden retrieved the delver from his desk and shoved it into the largest pocket on his tan coveralls. He cut the music from his media player with an angry stab of a finger and headed for the passageway.

The corridor looked like the rest of the ship’s interior—bluish grey metal, small lights evenly spaced on the deck and ceiling, hatches interspersed among access panels and equipment lockers. Scratches marred every surface. Wires hung in bundles, seemingly haphazard.

Baden’s cabin, along with the rest of the crew cabins and the galley, was a deck below the bridge in the forward section of the 150-meter vessel. Baden passed the galley, trying hard to ignore the aroma of the last meal, even if it had been rehydrated from a canister. He started up the spiral stairwell, making sure he went as slowly as possible. No need to impress him with punctuality at this point.

“Hey, kid!”

Shen Renshu barreled past him, knocking him aside.

“Renshu, blast it,” Baden said. “Watch where you’re going!”

“Sorry,” the man said, huffing and puffing. “I gotta get to the engine room yesterday.”

Renshu was twice as old as Baden but a head shorter. He was a military veteran whose knack with starship drives had earned him the chief engineer’s post years ago. Shades of grey illuminated his jet-black hair and made his eyes shine. He held a delver in his solvent-stained hand and shoved a tool into his cloth bandoleer laden with equipment.

“Simon—uh, your dad—wants me watching the reactor when we exit,” he said, a broad smile creasing his Asian features. “You know how he is about my baby.”

“You mean his baby.”

Renshu waved the delver dismissively. “Eh, let’s let him think that. We all know who she likes best. Simon can keep doting on her.”

“Yeah, I wish he was that way about the crew,” Baden said, continuing his climb.

“Baden?”

He looked back down, catching a fleeting whiff of the coarse, metallic smell of the engine spaces he always associated with Renshu. The older man stared at him, his eyes intense but compassionate. “Give him a break, kid.”

Baden shook his head. “What do you think I’ve been trying to do for the last two years? He’d better get over it. Even I got over it.”

Baden emerged from the stairwell and climbed the steps to the command deck. “How’s it going?”

His dad, Captain Simon Haczyk, sat slumped against the blue cushioned helmsman’s chair. He wore coveralls similar to his son’s, with a dirty leather jacket over it. Baden always thought looking into his dad’s face was like looking into a mirror, plus twenty-some years and with minor differences—a sharper nose, squarer jaw, and searing grey-green eyes instead of Baden’s solid brown ones. He got those from his mother.

“What took you so long?” Simon said, turning to face Baden.

“That glad to see me, huh?” Baden said.

He would have found the face-off awkward except for two things: they’d had it countless times before, and there was no one else on the bridge. Baden took in the narrow space, which always brought to his mind a drink canister lying on its side. The bulkheads were painted the dullest taupe, which Baden figured his dad liked because the shade was so boring it kept everyone focused on their instruments.

The half-cylinder had three stations—Simon’s seat at the helm, the navigation station to its right, and a comm/weapons station a few steps behind nav. Comm/weaps was a simple combination of a basic comm repeater and a pair of targeting screens, plus a small hologram emitter for real-time tracking of incoming and outgoing weapons fire.

Helm was the most complex station. From there, whoever was sailing Natalia Zoja—using the single-handed, curved drive controls—had full access to the six orange switches and double-lever needed to activate the Raszewski generator that let the ship leap from star to star. Several smaller duplicates of the nav screens and a backup comm console made it the perfect captain’s post.

Just looking at the array of controls made Baden dizzy, even as he eyed it with jealousy. His dad had never let him sit there.

Baden looked at his dad. “I stopped to talk to Renshu.”

“Is he on his way to the engine room? I told him—”

“Yeah, he’s going.”

Simon coughed. “Well, uh, sit down and strap in. We’ll be making the transition in about a minute.”

Baden slid into the navigator’s seat next to his dad. He flipped a few switches, bringing the sensor arrays online.

A three-dimensional representation of the Arapaho system, complete with planetary orbits, appeared on the nav station’s central monitor. It was the largest of four screens Baden had to oversee.

Baden marked Natalia Zoja’s position—a green triangle on the board—and requested tract data. Rough spheres appeared on the board, showing the three touch tracts surrounding Arapaho’s sun. Each tract led to a different star system. The bulging Raszewski sphere at the center of Natalia Zoja was the mechanism that was going to help them make the correct tract shift. The little green icon representing their ship sat about in the center of one of those zones.

“We’re in the bag,” Baden said. “Coordinates set for the tract shift to Muhterem.”

Simon switched on the intercom. “All hands, prepare for tract shift. Repeat, all hands prepare for tract shift.” He turned the intercom off and glanced at Baden. “Alarm Blue.”

“Got it,” Baden replied. He reached for the third of four buttons on the console above and to his right. As he pressed it, pale blue flashing lights illuminated the bridge. Baden fixed his straps, making sure the connectors were secure.

Simon switched the intercom. “Renshu?”

“I’m here, Skipper.”

“How’s the singularity look?”

“Formed up and ready to go once the masts are up. She won’t disappoint.”

“Sounds good. Bridge out.”

Simon reached for his six orange switches, flipping each one on. A tremor shivered through the deck plates and the hull as six widely spaced portals around Natalia Zoja’s generator sphere split open.

Keeping one eye on the hologram suspended to his right, which showed the entire ship, Simon tapped a white button. This sent a signal to all six pairs of braces, or masts—hence the name “six-brace”—and forced the loosely spaced molecules of polymers between them to lengthen and solidify. Twelve slim tendrils of ExForm material, no more than a hand’s breadth in diameter, extended out from the hull.

Baden smiled. He knew that at the dark core of the ship, Renshu’s computer was now informing him that the masts were properly conformed to create the rift in space-time that would, for a brief moment, connect two points that were light-years apart. Baden could almost see Renshu manipulating his controls.

Sure enough, on the hologram display a blinking green light lit up within the heart of the Raszewski generator. Hidden from human eyes, wreathed in the tendrils of energy throbbing from its own core, a miniscule artificial quantum singularity pierced an immeasurable tear in the fabric of the galaxy.

Simon nodded and turned to his son. “Ready?”

“Yes, sir,” Baden replied, tossing a mock salute.

Simon snickered and reached for the generator’s field controls. He eased back on the double handle.

Baden braced for the discomfort of the transition . . .

He felt his breathing slow.

Everything seemed frozen.

There was a deep silence . . .

Then, on cue, the ship shuddered, lurching violently to starboard. Baden grasped the sides of his chair and spat a curse.

“Easy,” Simon said. “Just a little rough.”

And there, below the green triangle on the main monitor, the brilliant sun of Muhterem appeared. It looked so real to Baden that he wanted to reach out and feel the star’s heat. It was not all that much different from Earth’s own sun. And just a few seconds ago it had been more than ten light-years away.

“That wasn’t so bad,” Simon said contentedly.

Baden pretended to vomit, complete with sound effects, but was disappointed when Simon refused to chide him for the childlike display.

Instead, his dad flipped the intercom. “Renshu, how’s the reactor?”

“Didn’t feel a thing, Simon,” Renshu said, his voice sounding rougher than usual over the comm. “I told you she’d treat you right. I’ve got a coolant leak on the port side auxiliary generator, though.”

“Is that bad?”

“Not unless we turn the generator on. Then the whole works will explode. Engine room out.”

Simon chuckled. Baden watched him grasp the curved face of the main drive controls in his right hand, gently pressing forward. The antimatter engines’ subtle thrum rose an octave as Natalia Zoja eased forward.

Baden felt the slight shift in the ship’s gravity field as the compensators came on, allowing the ship to accelerate at several dozen times the rate the human body could otherwise withstand.

“She sounds good,” Simon said.

Baden smiled at his dad’s affection for the ship. He turned his attention back to the central navigation screen and programmed the sensors for a continuous sweep of a sphere one light-minute from the ship. He watched for any sign of ships, especially pirate vessels. They preyed upon ships leaving the sundoor. This soon after a jump, a star’s radiation played havoc with scanning equipment. Pirate ships, masquerading as merchant ships, could strike with impunity. But most of space was a void. So it didn’t surprise Baden when the first few sweeps turned up nothing.

“Looks clear, Dad,” he said.

Suddenly the proximity alarm erupted, making Baden jump in his seat. Red warning lights flashed on the navigation console, demanding attention. Baden stifled a curse as he saw the bright red diamond on the display.

“What in blazes is that?” Simon demanded.

“Engine flare, unidentified merchant navastel,” Baden said in clipped tones, using the spacer slang for a sixteen-masted cargo vessel. His eyes flitted from one display to the next, mind whirring as he ascertained what the computer was trying to tell him. “Moving quickly, along the planetary plane, and . . . Hey, he’s after someone!”

“What?”

“There’s a smaller vessel directly off his bow, but he’s closing the gap.”

Simon slapped his console. “Pirates! Has to be. Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Baden growled. On one of his auxiliary screens, he saw three blinking dots leave the merchant vessel and proceed toward the smaller ship. He felt the bottom drop out of his stomach. “Dad, they’re shooting! Three missiles in space.”

Simon frowned. He slapped the intercom button. “Renshu, stand by for full thrust.”

“Why?”

“Pirates.”

Renshu paused, and when he spoke it was a in a growl. “You’ve got it, Captain. Should I pass the word?”

“Do it,” Simon snapped. “Get suited for damage control. We’re running that pirate scum out of here.”

He smacked the intercom off, then hit it again. “Emi!”

“I’m right here.”

Surprised, Baden spun in his chair. Emi Akai, their medic and gun master, depending upon the current need, was coming up the stairs. Her lithe body slipped into the chair behind Baden and she had the weapons controls online in no time. “Targets?” She could have been asking for a menu.

“Baden!” Simon snapped.

“Right, uh, one navastel, bearing eight five, mark one zero three. Five light-seconds out. The targeted vessel has point defense but . . .” Baden grimaced at the scanner screen . . . “one of their missiles got through.”

Silence fell. Baden’s stomach tightened as he watched the flickering cloud of grey triangles expand on his targeting monitor—a debris field. His dad continued to push forward on the drive controls, apparently ignoring the fuel consumption rate.

Baden didn’t think it would work. But suddenly his scanner showed the pirate ship accelerating away from the crippled ship.

“They’re blasting out of there, Dad,” Baden called. “Big thrust flare, and their velocity jumped. Think they saw us coming?”

“That was the point,” Simon said. “Anything on the ship they hit?”

Baden stared at the screen, trying to find the words.

“Baden!”

“Uh, sorry.” Baden cleared his throat. “We have . . . There’s a debris field.”

Emi turned toward him. “Life signs?” she asked quietly.

“I can’t tell, not at this range.” Baden looked up at her, then back at the screen.

Simon nodded vaguely. “Well, we should . . .” He sighed. “Let’s check it out.”

•   •   •

Natalia Zoja spun slowly on its axis until it was facing opposite its original heading. Baden’s dad fired the main engines, slowing the ship’s velocity as it closed with the debris cloud. As the remains of the ship grew larger on the main monitor, Simon switched over to the chemical rockets so as not to endanger any possible survivors with hard gamma radiation from the main drive.

On the bridge, Baden could see the expanding cloud of debris glittering amongst the stars framed in the main monitor. The fragments surrounded a torn, battered lump that was the remains of the vessel the pirates had sacked.

Simon eased his ship into a course parallel to the debris field, keeping his speed steady and the electrostatic navigational shields active. The light shielding, which drew little power from the ship’s reactor, would deflect debris and eliminate collisions.

Baden stared at the field.

“Do we have any Rodents left?”

The meter-long probes, distinguished by a cluster of antennae at the front tip, were fully automated and the salvager’s robot of choice for sifting through wreckage.

“No,” Simon said. “Renshu put 102B in the shop a few days ago, and that’s the last of the four operational.” He shrugged. “Not worth the money we paid for them.”

“Oh.” Baden watched the blips on his nav screen as the computer dutifully tracked the biggest potential impact threats. “What do you want to do?”

Simon scratched his chin thoughtfully. He stared past Baden, past the stairwell, to the rounded hatch. “Want to go for a swim?”

Baden mulled it over. Did he really want to spend more quality time with Dad?

“Come on,” Simon said. “If I harass you too much, you can always shut off the suit comm.”

Baden nodded. “Okay, deal.”

•   •   •

Baden donned his helmet and stepped into the inner segment of the airlock on the upper deck at the back of the bridge, adjacent to the stairwell. He moved stiffly, body straining against the eggshell-white ceramic armor ringing the outside of his suit. Baden knew it wouldn’t be ungainly in microgravity, but inside the ship it was a colossal pain.

He saw Emi check the scanners for the third time. “It doesn’t look like there are any survivors,” she said.

Simon sealed the gloves of his bulky spacesuit. “No, it doesn’t. But there may be armored compartments where survivors could have hidden.”

Emi shrugged, her short, raven hair bobbing. “I suppose. What are your orders?”

“Keep the weapons hot, just in case. Don’t do anything else unless I contact you.” Simon checked the life-support indicators on his wrist. “Keep an eye on the scanners, in case the pirates decide to come for their salvage.”

“And what am I to do if they show up? Fight them off with all five of our missiles and a single laser?” She scowled. “This is not a destroyer, Captain.”

“No, it isn’t.” Simon slipped on his helmet and activated the communications speaker. “But, like my father used to say, you make do with what you have. Of course, he was disowned by his entire society.”

“That is not a comforting thought,” Emi said as Simon joined Baden in the airlock.

Baden shuffled to one side as Simon wedged in next to him.

“You ready?” Simon asked over the suit comm.

“Yeah.”

The hatch sealed behind them, and Baden slapped the exit panel, waiting impatiently as the red lights of the airlock warned him that the atmosphere was being vented from the compartment. The lights soon turned blue, and Simon pulled the overhead lever for the exterior hatch.

The hatch slid silently aside, revealing a black expanse riddled with glittering stars. Simon wasted no time. He pulled himself up in the zero gravity of the airlock, pausing with his head and shoulders just outside the hatch to take in the view.

Baden took a moment to steady his nerves. The ship was a safe, warm place in which he always sought comfort. Space, by contrast, felt empty, cold, and deep beyond comprehension. He felt the edge of panic at the thought of leaving the six-brace far behind.

But he smothered that whiny part of his brain and pushed up out of the airlock.

Simon was already waiting for him, floating a few meters from the hatch. Once Baden was clear of the airlock, he turned on his suit thrusters. The twin gas jets sputtered and coughed as they pushed him toward the wreck.

The debris field sparkled even more clearly in true sunlight than it had on the monitor. Baden admired the artistic quality of the swirling bits of hull, his awe giving way to sickness at the realization that it marked someone’s grave. Maybe many someones.

Baden soared past Simon. “Come on, Dad—you getting slow in your old age?”

“I don’t consider myself slow or old,” Simon said as he too accelerated. He soon caught up with Baden. “You watch your mouth.”

Baden mouthed the same sentence inside his helmet.

Together they approached the wreck. It looked to Baden like it had been a courier craft of some kind: a two-engine ship built for speed and equipped with minimal armament. “What do you think, Dad?”

“Too small to be interstellar,” Simon replied. “Probably took a ferry ride from Oportunidad, judging by where we are in the tract zone.”

Only the aft section of the ship remained, its single main drive engine yawning at them like the mouth of a whale Baden had once seen on the Reach. The command section had been blasted to melted bits, but Baden could make out the remnants of an ellipsoid hull painted emerald. In his mind’s eye it had been a beautiful, sleek ship, sprinting across space on a column of fire. Now it was charred and lifeless. Its innards drifted past Baden—scorched metal, glittering shards of computer screen, puffs of seat cushion stuffing.

An empty, unoccupied boot did a somersault an arm’s length away. Baden took a sip of water from the thin tube to one side of his lips to ease his suddenly dry throat.

Baden flinched as a metal fragment bounced off his shoulder, then relaxed. His ceramic armor would be enough to deflect most of the smaller debris.

Simon slowed near the largest gash in the hull and signaled Baden to do the same. “The computer core is probably somewhere in this center section. If this thing was built like most couriers, anyway. Downloading the logs ought to give us the best idea what happened.”

Baden nodded. “I was going to check some of the other compartments, see what I can find.”

“All right, I’ll contact you when I find the core.”

Simon thrusted carefully into the ship.

Baden watched his dad’s searchlight play over the ruined bulkheads, casting eerie shadows, then disappear as he rounded a corner.

Now to do a little exploration of my own.

He jetted around to the nearest viewport and peered into an abandoned cabin. Circuit fragments, some burnt clothing, and a broken chair swirled in the void. “Hmm, needs cleaning.” A quick sweep with the sensor rod attached to his left wrist revealed no life.

Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.

Baden frowned. That was weird. “Dad, was that you? Dad?”

His dad’s comm unit wasn’t sending, apparently.

“My imagination,” he murmured, moving toward the engines.

Come, follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.

Baden reversed thrust, slowing to a crawl. He glanced at his wrist—the comm unit was still inactive, so it wasn’t Simon’s voice he heard. He looked back toward Natalia Zoja. He could almost frame it in his gloved hand. It looked so small from here. Warm yellow sunlight illuminated its angular hull and spherical center. Then he looked at the shattered hull beneath his feet. “Very weird.”

His memory flashed back to the scare-flicks he’d watched on the Reach when he was younger. Terrifying tales of slavering, bloodthirsty aliens that savaged unsuspecting salvagers. Baden shivered. They were fun at the time, but right now he wished he’d never set eyes on them.

It was then he noticed the shadow beneath him. Baden shone the searchlight on his right wrist at it, revealing the devastated interior of another cabin.

Suddenly the hair rose on the back of his neck. Was someone in there? He shivered. He’d felt something, like a sense that a person was nearby. Hiding, maybe.

Baden switched to a general citizens’ band on his comm unit. “Hello? Is anyone aboard ship?” He paused. The sensation passed, and he could see no evidence that anyone had survived. “Repeat, is anyone aboard ship?”

A face hurtled out at him.

Baden shouted, pushing back from the hull. A red light flickered on the inside of his helmet—the internal sensors, alarmed by his sudden jump in heart rate.

That makes two of us, Baden thought.

It was only after the panic that he realized the face he’d seen was in fact an empty helmet. The twisting shadows inside its shattered faceplate grinned at him.

“Not funny,” Baden said.

The comm unit’s standby light flashed. It was his dad. Baden switched channels.

“I’ve located the core,” Simon said. “Can you get over here, help me haul it back to the ship?”

“Yeah.” Baden shone his searchlight farther into the ruined cabin. That strange sensation was back. It was almost as if he were being watched.

Something glinted in the beam of light. Baden narrowed his eyes. He could just make out a small white container floating amidst the debris. “Give me a microsec. I’ll be right there.”

“Baden, come on . . .”

Baden angrily slapped the comm button, turning off the intercom. “Bossing me around like a blasted kid.” Then he returned his attention to the object.

He grasped the edge of the hull and pulled himself through the jagged opening, into the ruined cabin. Pushing off with a bit of a spin, he spiraled slowly through the cabin, watching the container grow closer. He could see it more clearly now. It was a slender white case about a handbreadth across and a bit longer.

Baden reached out and braced himself against a bulkhead. The white case twisted slowly half a meter from his face, reflected in his visor. He reached out to touch it and—

Images and voices flashed through his mind almost faster than he could comprehend them. At first all is dark, then a great burst of light explodes into being, forming worlds, stars, and galaxies. And he sees that it is good. A man and a woman bowing in shame as a serpent laughs. They work on their knees on rough ground. Children are born, tribes arise, villages grow, cities thrive, and evil multiplies. I grieve. Water covers all, a rainbow appears, and life begins anew.

A woman in ancient clothing cradles a newborn. A man shouts from the deck of a rickety boat into the heart of a storm, demanding its obedience. Oh, you of little faith. Fear, anger, darkness, and the betraying kiss of one who was a friend. Crowds jeer as a hammer strikes, again and again, driving metal through flesh. Father, forgive them! People falling to their knees, praying. Today you will be with me in Paradise. A man rises into the air on a wooden cross . . .

Baden gasped, pulled his hand back. Tears stained his cheeks inside his helmet. His muscles were quivering all over his body. He didn’t remember touching the case. Did he even come close?

“Baden, you read me?”

Simon’s voice jolted him.

“Uh, yeah, I read.”

“Are you planning to help me or not?”

Baden shook his head to clear his mind. “Calm down, I just told you I’d help.”

Silence.

Baden frowned. “Dad?”

“Baden, that was ten minutes ago.” Simon’s voice sounded disturbed. “Are you okay?”

Baden stared at the white case, still spinning lazily in front of him. He could see now the simple lines etched on one surface. They formed a crude X or cross. “Yeah, I’m fine.” He held his breath and grabbed the case.

Nothing happened.

Baden sighed, unsure whether he was disappointed or relieved.

He secured the case to a utility clamp and jetted out of the cabin.

•   •   •

Baden saw his dad frown as he leaned forward in the captain’s chair.

“System patrol,” Simon said, “this is the freighter Natalia Zoja. This ship’s trade and salvage permit is valid. I renewed it about two months ago.”

Baden rubbed his eyes. He was tired of looking at his nav displays. But they had to wait in wide orbit around Muhterem Prime, and he had to watch the nearby ship tracks. The pale overhead lights made his dad look sickly. Baden probably didn’t look much better. He certainly didn’t feel better after taking so many tract shifts in one journey and then nearly running into pirates.

“We understand your concern, Natalia Zoja,” the voice on the other end of the comm system said patiently. “But the permit is not showing up in our confirmation check.”

“Well, did you try checking the foreign registry?”

“Excuse me, sir?”

Simon closed his eyes and gritted his teeth.

Baden stifled a laugh.

“The foreign registry,” his dad said. “I was at Akridge when I renewed the permit, so that should show up in the foreign registry.”

“One moment.”

Simon tapped his fingers on the console, glaring out the main monitor at the system patrol ship—a trimaran—floating off Natalia Zoja’s starboard bow. They were parked one light-second out from Muhterem Prime, the main world in the system.

“It’s been a half hour, Dad,” Baden said. “They already checked our salvage report twice. We didn’t even have anything worth showing, except a couple of electronic parts.”

Simon scratched his chin. “They didn’t seem satisfied that the computer core was wiped clean.”

“Sir,” the voice on the comm system said, “we did find the trading permit, and it is valid for the next two fiscal years.” To Baden, the controller sounded disappointed. “Thank you for waiting, and welcome to Muhterem.”

“No, thank you,” Simon muttered after shutting off the comm. He eased forward on the drive control. The ship responded faithfully.

Baden yawned and put his nav display into standby. “You can probably handle this for now, right?”

As he rose from the seat, Simon’s voiced cracked like a whip. “Where are you going?”

“My cabin.”

“Are you going to write up the log entry?”

Baden scowled. “When I feel like it. Thought I’d see what’s in that box first.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Simon frowned. “We don’t have any clue what’s in it.”

“Look,” Baden said, “Emi scanned it, all right? The comp said no problem. So what’s the big deal?”

“I’m just saying you should be careful when you open it.”

Baden shook his head. “And I’m saying butt out!”

He stomped off the bridge, ignoring Simon’s shout. He was so angry he didn’t remember walking to his quarters. He found himself standing inside the hatch to his cabin. He grabbed his delver and loaded the log file.

He’d had about enough of this. His father’s lingering melancholy was worse than ever, and these occasional bouts of parental overconcern were downright obnoxious. Baden was twenty-two. If he’d been allowed to have a normal life, he wouldn’t still have to be bossed around by his dad.

He could hear his father’s voice echoing through the deck plates. It sounded like he was on his way down. “Great,” Baden muttered. “Probably wants the log entry.”

The delver sat on his bed. The ship’s logbook was called up on the screen, but he’d written no entry yet. Next to it was the white box he’d retrieved from the wreck. It was frosted and cracking in a few places due to vacuum exposure, but otherwise it seemed intact. “Come on, Baden. Staring at the box won’t make it open.”

He unhooked the latch embedded on one side. There was a sharp pop, followed by a long hiss as the pressurized container equalized with the air in the cabin. Baden eased the case open.

There was a book inside.

“Whoa.” A book was a rare and potentially profitable find, even if it was illegal. The paper itself was worth a lot of money. Baden ran his hand over the brown leather cover, admiring the sensation.

“Something wrong?”

Baden jumped. His father was leaning through the open hatchway.

Simon squinted at the object of Baden’s scrutiny. “Amazing.” Baden could hear genuine astonishment in his voice.

“Yeah, ain’t it great?” Baden grinned.

Simon stepped inside. He sat down on the bed beside Baden and held the book in his hand. “This one’s really rare, right? You’re the history buff.”

“Incredibly rare. There are so few books left. I mean, it’s been like two centuries since any have been made. Thanks to our dear old king banning them.” He shook his head, clearing away the plethora of historical facts. “Never thought I’d actually touch one.”

Simon smiled wistfully. “I would have gotten you one, if I were able.”

Despite himself, Baden felt a pang of sorrow for his father. It was a hard life, living on a cargo vessel, plying the trade routes. Without his wife. He knew his dad would like nothing more than to have the connections and the money to buy his son a book, even if it would have to be off the black market. Baden found himself somewhat cheered by the idea that Simon might be willing to break the law on his son’s behalf.

“So what book is it?” Simon asked.

Baden flipped the cover over, revealing the title page. “It says it’s a bibble. B-I-B-L-E. Bibble? Bible? What does that mean?”

Simon said nothing.

Baden saw the brief but deadly gleam in his father’s eyes.

It gave him a shiver. “Uh, Dad?”

“Are you sure?” Simon said quietly. “Completely sure?” He pronounced each syllable carefully.

Baden raised an eyebrow. “Ah, yeah, I think I can still read, Dad.”

Simon got up and shut the hatch, then came back to the bed. He lifted the book from its case and opened it to the first few pages, flipping through them with a subtle violence.

Baden stared at him, transfixed. “What’s wrong?” he asked quietly. “What is it?”

“Here it is.” Simon’s finger jabbed down on a page. “The Book of Genesis, chapter one, verse one. ‘In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.’ ”

The sentence hung in the air, uninterrupted and strangely tangible. Baden was befuddled. “So, it’s . . . what?”

“The Bible is the religious book used by Christians for thousands of years,” Simon explained. “It tells the story of their faith.”

Baden shrugged. “I didn’t know Christians had a book. I thought they were all just hiding out on the colonies.” He folded his arms and leaned back against the headboard. “They never mentioned it while I was at school.”

“Well, it’s not like the Royal House is going to let this stuff get published on the Reach,” Simon said.

“So, it’s one of those mythological tales,” Baden said. “Like Homer’s Iliad.”

“It’s trouble, is what it is.” Simon turned the Bible over in his hands slowly. “People who read this, they believed. . . . Well, what they believed turned them into zealots.” He shook his head. “And the more closely they followed these words, the worse they were. Writings like this are the reason the king’s ancestors created Kesek.”

Baden’s insides churned. “Wouldn’t talk about them out loud.”

“It’s not like they can eavesdrop on our conversations, Baden.”

“How do you know? They can cut into any system made in the Realm.” He suddenly felt very uncomfortable about the Bible in his father’s hands. “What am I supposed to do with it? I took it from the wreck—it’ll be on my salvage record!”

“Easy.” Simon set the book back in its case. “It’s not on the record. No reason for me to put it there. The navy doesn’t care about anything smaller than a cubic meter. And we can get rid of it easy enough. When we make the station, just take it to Ravenna. She’s always interested in . . . extra-legal activities that produce quiet income.”

“Oh. Black market.”

“You could call it that,” Simon said, still eyeing the Bible. He paused. “Your mother . . .”

When he didn’t continue, Baden leaned forward. How long since Simon had said those words? “What about Mom?”

Simon shook his head. “Nothing. Never mind.”

“Come on, Dad!” Baden snapped. He was so close. “Don’t gimme that. You a—”

“Baden, I said never mind,” Simon said. At Baden’s hurt expression, he blew out a breath. “You heard from Gail lately?”

The change of subject caught Baden up short. “She’s back from school for a while. She told me Ravenna wrangled her into helping out at the Freighthound. We didn’t say much in the last few commnotes, but she sounds like she’s doing good. I figure we’ll get some time to talk and . . .” Baden stopped, aware of the way Simon was looking at him. “Yeah. So, uh, it’ll be nice to see Ravenna too,” he added quickly.

“Of course,” Simon replied, a smirk curling his lip. He stood to leave, but then snapped his fingers. “Oh, almost forgot, get that log entry done before we make stationfall, got it? And, here.”

Baden saw an orange data stick in Simon’s hand. “What’s that?”

“I pulled it from the computer core of the wreck. Wouldn’t let me in. See what you can make of it later, okay? It might be worth something.”

Baden took the data stick and slipped it into his right sleeve pocket. “Yeah, sure.”

“Baden . . .”

“Okay, I said I’d do it!”

Simon winced. “You know, this would work a lot better if you would just let me in the airlock once in a while.”

Baden slapped the Bible down on the bunk. “What do you want, a parental achievement award? It’s all business with you, Dad, never anything else. Except when you think I might stub a toe.”

“I’m just taking care of you, Baden. That’s what it’s always been about.”

“So you were taking care of me when you told me to get out of school and come back to help you run Natalia, right?”

Simon glared at him. “You could finish your schoolwork any time you want, you know.”

“Yeah, and then I’d have it hanging over my head about how you still need me around here, so what would that studying get me?” Baden was near to shouting. He stood toe-to-toe with Simon.

His father didn’t flinch, but there was something in his expression Baden couldn’t quite pin down. “You have no idea,” Simon whispered, an edge to his words.

“Just get lost, okay?” Baden gestured to the ignored delver. “I got work to do.”

Simon turned to leave.

But Baden sniped at his back, “Oh, and happy anniversary!”

Simon froze. “What did you say?”

“Happy anniversary,” Baden repeated bitterly. “Two years to the day Mom was killed. I doubt you forgot.” Baden slammed the hatch. He tossed himself on the bunk, head still spinning. He calmed himself, but only gradually, because once he got over being angry at Simon he knew he’d be angry at himself. Some son.

He reached for the Bible, just looking for distraction. He opened it and read where his father had left off. “Created the heavens and the earth, then land, sea, animals, people.” He made a face. “In six days? Boy, he’d give terraformers a run for their money.”

He flipped toward the back, to a section labeled the New Testament. “‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God.’ ” Baden read, tracing the sentences with his finger. “Huh. The beginning?”

He returned to the first page of the book. Yep, there it was. “Same thing. Just in a different place. ‘The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters.’ ”

It was a beautiful image.

Flipping through the pages, he was startled when a narrow sheet of paper slid out into his lap. Baden stared at it for a moment, reviewing in his mind everything he knew about books, trying to figure out what it was called. “A placekeeper? Oh, wait, ‘bookmark,’ I think.” He picked it up gently. A silver cross with a deep red stripe running down its center illustrated one side of the tan strip of paper. Baden was transfixed.

This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.

Baden inhaled sharply and dropped the bookmark.

The voice had echoed inside his mind.

He saw that the bookmark had fallen back into the Bible. “I am seriously going to have my brain examined when we make stationfall.” He noticed that the bookmark had landed on its face, revealing its other side. A series of numbers had been scribbled hastily onto the entire backside, cramped by the lack of space. Baden could discern no rhyme or reason to the constant flow of digits. In some places they were interrupted by black blots of ink, but he couldn’t tell if they were punctuation or a result of the sloppy penmanship.

He picked up the bookmark and gave it a quick perusal, then slid it into his sleeve pocket alongside the data chip. He rubbed his chin, then caught himself in mid-gesture. The last thing I need is to start acting like Dad.

The Bible sat in front of him. Its pages beckoned. Baden loved the feel, the smell of books, anything to break the monotony of an unfeeling delver or data screen. And he found philosophy fascinating, though he had trouble understanding the elaborate explanations great thinkers concocted to explain the unknown.

Kesek barely enforces those book rules, Baden assured himself. Dad’s just trying to make me burn all my fuel. It’s not like they’ll ever find it, so long as I keep it quiet.

He turned back to the beginning. It’s just like any other book.

So why did he need to reassure himself?

•   •   •

The pirate ship Golden Orchid skulked about the sundoors of Muhterem. Its engines were cold and it kept a distant watch on Natalia Zoja. After the freighter departed through the sundoor, Golden Orchid made the tract shift to a sparsely settled planet called Prächtig.

Once there, Captain Bell waited impatiently and somewhat nervously.

At the appointed time, HMS Interrogator burst into the system. The battle corvette matched course as the two ships whipped around the sun, separated by a light-second.

There were no pleasantries this time.

“Report,” Ryke said. He had insisted that Bell take his message on the main screen on the bridge this time.

Bell had trouble clearing her throat. “We destroyed the target, but . . . there may have been a witness to the attack,” she said carefully.

Ryke’s face twisted with a building fury that was obvious to all on the bridge.

“We weren’t tracked,” Bell added quickly. “I know it.”

“I assume you can guarantee that.”

“Hey, we did our end of the deal,” Bell said, her own anger elbowing her fear aside. “You got to pay up.”

“Pay up! Do not be absurd.” Ryke scowled. “Give me proof.”

Bell gestured sharply to her comm man. He transmitted the tracking and targeting package over to Interrogator.

Bell watched Ryke’s face closely as he looked off-screen, judging the information. She wanted to discern his reaction.

It wasn’t difficult to figure out.

“There was wreckage,” Ryke said softly. Too softly.

“We weren’t able to scan for the book or any pieces,” Bell said, face reddening. “There wasn’t time. If we’d stuck around there any longer, system cops might have shown up!”

Ryke made a disgusted noise. He glanced over his shoulder and waved a hand.

“Captain!” Bell’s gunner said. “They’ve locked guns.”

She swore. At this range, particle cannons took not even a second to hit their target, and armor was about as useful as wooden planks. But if she raised her own guns it was an open invitation to their own funerals.

“Hold! Hold, blast it!” Bell stood from her seat, fists clenched. She wouldn’t give Ryke the satisfaction of dying with a whimper.

Ryke held her glare across the screen, his face rigid. Then he smiled thinly. “You understand now the seriousness of the matter, don’t you, Captain?”

“Of course,” Bell said.

“Good. Then listen well. You failed me, but I am not an unforgiving man. You proved yourself useful once—you may do so again. I am sending a token payment for your work so far. Do not stray too far from this region. I will have more work for you soon. Complete that, and you will receive the rest of your pay—plus three hundred thousand.”

Bell nearly choked. The navigator sat upright in his chair.

“Fail me again . . .” Ryke wagged a finger.

The screen faded to the starry background of space. Bell stood and watched as Interrogator looped back to one of the sundoors and made the tract shift to Muhterem.


CHAPTER 2


October 2602
Muhterem Star System
Muhterem Prime, Puerto Guijarro

Puerto Guijarro was one of the busiest space habitats Natalia Zoja frequented in its travels. It was a century-old warren of tunnels and collection of domes and buildings carved into a forty-kilometer asteroid in a wide orbit around Muhterem. It housed tens of thousands of people and boasted port facilities for two hundred vessels, plus a major shipyard. Guijarro was the grandest achievement of los pastores de montañas, the mountain shepherds, from Corazon, men and women who had made their legacy herding massive asteroids into planetary orbits.

Dozens of interplanetary merchanters and freight barges circled the monstrous, pasty grey rock at a distance, waiting their turn for a berth.

Though there were a great number of ships waiting to dock, the less numerous interstellar traders, like Natalia Zoja, were always first in line.

Emi held her earpiece tight. Baden knew she was monitoring as much nearby comm traffic as she could. He kept a keen eye on the nav display as they jockeyed for position around the in-system freighters that always tried to break with tradition and cut ahead in line.

“How’s it looking?” Simon asked from the helm. He rubbed absently at the small captain’s insignia on his collar. It was a black hole surrounded by tiny silver rays.

“Better than last time,” Baden said, reading the ship tracks as they floated across his nav screen. “Chiang on Emerald Stars just went down, and Conover’s Lauren G is keeping a couple of rock-haulers out of our way.”

“Nice when Expatriates watch out for their own.”

“We’ve received permission to dock at Six Green, Captain,” Emi reported from the comm station. “Dockmaster says to position ourselves at the gate and stand by for a tug.”

“Roger that,” Simon said. At his command, Natalia Zoja slowed and bore a few degrees to starboard. This close to a station, and each other, ships were allowed to use only their ion thrusters, which meant slow going. “See if you can raise Ravenna on the station comm, will you?”

“Affirmative.” Emi tapped a few commands into the computer, which was quick to access the station’s public comm directory. She brought up the listing for the Freighthound Tavern, dialed it, and then gestured to Simon that he could speak when ready.

“This is Captain Simon Haczyk on Natalia Zoja,” he said clearly enough for the audio receptors to hear. “Calling for Ravenna Salpare.”

“Simon? Simon Haczyk? Why would I wanna talk to that loser?” a surly woman’s voice growled, sounding comical to Baden because of the comm interference.

“Aw, it’s nice to hear from you too, Ravenna,” Simon said.

The voice on the other end of the transmission shook with laughter.

Simon laughed too. “How’ve you been?”

“Hey, I can’t complain,” Ravenna answered. “That brat still sniffing around?”

Baden chuckled. “I missed you too, Ravenna! Give us a kiss!”

“Not on your life. My comm tells me you’re putting in down on Six, huh? You planning to stop by for a couple of drinks, or is this a business trip?”

“It is a business trip, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have time to relax,” Simon said.

Simon fired Natalia Zoja’s reverse thrusters as the ship approached the gaping entrance to the core of the asteroid. Puerto Guijarro was hollow from end to end. It could fit many merchant vessels into its ten-kilometer-wide core.

“I have to see Hamid. Hope he’ll get me a good price for my cargo. We’ll come by your place as soon as we can after we dock. Look forward to seeing you.”

“Hey, yeah, see you.”

Simon nodded to Emi, who cut out the comm channel. “Do you think we’ll get a good price?” Emi asked.

Simon shrugged. He sat back from Natalia Zoja’s controls as a tiny tug—no more than a control pod with two rocket engines and clusters of ion maneuvering thrusters—swept in from one side and snared his ship with tow cables. The pilot sent his orders to Simon, who in turn supplied the proper amount of thrust to slowly guide his ship among the dozens of others crowding the core.

“Hard to say. Liberty goods haven’t been fetching their usual value. But Akridge has been strong lately.”

Baden could now see the circular docking port of Six Green approaching in the distance, about halfway down the length of Puerto Guijarro’s core. “Chances are, Hamid will offer a good deal,” he said. “He usually does.”

•   •   •

Baden arranged for a discreet checkup in the ship’s infirmary as soon as they had docked. Simon and Renshu were busy shutting down the ship for station-keeping, so no one missed him. That was fine by Baden. The last thing he wanted was more nervous questions from his dad.

“Will you please hold still?” Emi squinted her nearly black eyes at her charge, gently but firmly turning Baden’s head until it was again level with the cerebral scanner.

Baden admired her porcelain skin and wondered how she managed to keep her forest green jumpsuit so clean. He looked like he’d been dumped down an engine access chute by comparison.

Emi looked over at him. “Eyes forward, please.”

Baden blushed. He looked back at the scanner. He felt like he was staring at the inside of a transparent blue eggshell. It was not entirely transparent—hairline fissures webbed the interior, each one blinking and flickering in odd patterns.

Baden tried his best to relax as Emi continued the scan. His eyes darted around the brightly lit, brilliant white infirmary. Everything was so clean—the black-cushioned chair in which he reclined, the four beds sitting along the far wall, the honeycomb stacks of supply cabinets. Even the deckplates shone. Baden knew for a fact they were clean, since he was the one who had to polish them.

The cerebral unit in Natalia Zoja’s limited infirmary was nowhere near as sophisticated as space station models, but at the very least it would tell Emi whether there was anything physically wrong with Baden’s mind. It sure felt to him like something was fouled up.

“This process would take a lot less time for both of us if you could tell me why precisely you need this scan.” Emi fiddled with a pair of dials on the scanner.

“Look, I just want you to tell me if there’s anything out of whack, all right?” Baden shifted on the bed. He didn’t want to have to lie about it, but here he went: “There’s just been these weird dreams, you know?”

“Hmm.” Emi peered at the results scrolling by on her monitor.

“I’m glad you paid attention to all this stuff in med school.” Baden smirked. “Can you imagine Ozzy doing this?”

“I doubt your father would let him.” Emi pressed a few buttons. “I am thankful it is me. To think—if I had not cheated on that test, I would not be here to help you.”

Baden blinked. “What test?”

“Ah, my final examination for the year. I modified my score in the central administrative network from 89 to 98. That earned me expulsion on ethical charges.”

“Why’d you risk it over a dumb difference like that? You already had a good score.”

Emi shoved his head hard against the chair.

“I told you to stay still.” She frowned and pushed a slider farther up on her control panel. Her face softened. “It was a matter of pride. My parents would not look kindly on anything less than a 95 percent. Ironic, actually. My attempt to please them led to their casting me out of the family. I dishonored them.” She shrugged. “So now I am an Expatriate.”

Baden felt a pang of regret for her. She was cut off from her parents, and here Baden was griping about a dad he saw every day. “Man. Sorry.”

Emi’s normal cool demeanor returned. “You will be sorry only if you do not stay still.” She punched a pair of keys. Then she nodded with satisfaction. “Hmm. It’s nothing severe that I can make out. Initial findings are showing all your brain functions coming out normal. No appearance of underlying defect or abnormality.” Then: “Huh . . .”

“Huh?” Baden tried to hop down and look at the screen, but Emi shoved him back. “Hey! You said huh, so I want to see it.”

“Sit . . . still.”

“What’s huh? Come on!”

Emi blew out an exasperated breath. “And the captain wonders why I don’t seek children of my own,” she muttered, but she spun the screen around anyway. She jabbed a calloused finger at a small portion of the three-dimensional image of Baden’s brain that was flashing gold. “Right here, see?”

“Huh.” Baden could tell from Emi’s growing smirk that she knew he hadn’t the faintest idea what he was looking at. “Sure, looks good, right?”

Emi just shook her head. “This is the hippocampus,” she explained in a slightly condescending tone. “The part of your brain that is most active when you are memorizing information, whether it is as complex as navigational coordinates or as simple as figuring out the quickest way to get from the bridge to the hangar.”

Baden raised his eyebrows. “Okay, and . . . so what?”

“So what? So the scanner is telling us that your hippocampus is hard at work memorizing something. Long-term potentiation between your neurons.”

“Yeah, but I’ve been doing nav charts for the ship, plus that log entry for Dad. Maybe that’s it.”

Emi didn’t look convinced. “Baden, this is a real-time image. It shows you’re hard at work memorizing something right now, as we sit here.”

“What?” Baden tried to hide his rising panic. “But I’m not doing anything!”

“I am aware of that.” Emi rubbed the end of her nose, deep in thought. “Very peculiar. It’s almost as if you’re reading . . . But that cannot be right. There must be something wrong with the cerebral scanner. I will have Owen remove its innards and see if there is a burnt circuit somewhere.”

Baden nodded but said nothing.

Emi patted him on the shoulder. “But besides these dreams you mentioned, you’re feeling well?”

“Oh, yeah.” Baden hoped he sounded nonchalant. “Fine. Super.”

“You should fill your mind with something to distract you, Baden. I find poetry eases the boredom of space.”

“You think I’m bored?”

Emi raised an eyebrow. “What I think is that my patient is being less than honest with me.”

Baden smirked. “You got that right.”

Emi sighed. “Listen to this, Baden.” She began to recite something. “Tabi ni yande / Yume wa karena o / Kakemeguru.”

Baden stared at her. It sounded so rhythmic. He was reminded of a trumpet solo on a blues recording. “What does it mean?”

“Roughly: ‘Fallen sick on a trip / Dreams run wildly / Through my head.’ Haiku, by Basho, nearly a thousand years ago.”

•   •   •

A short time later, Baden was back on his bunk, face buried in the Bible.

It made for some interesting reading, if nothing else. Which helped, since he was unable to resist its magnetism. Some of the terms and places had perplexed him at first, but after calling up the Encyclopedia Galactica on his delver, those minor questions had been answered.

What Baden had real difficulty understanding, however, was the point of all these antics.

These “Israelites” seemed to have about as much intelligence as the mold spores in Natalia Zoja’s cargo hold. Their God, who seemed to have the power to do just about anything he wanted to, had rescued them numerous times: from slavery, starvation, conquering armies, and more. Despite all that power he exercised, and the love he showed them, they turned their backs on him and pursued the gods of other nations—time after time, even after he specifically warned them not to do such a thing.

And then their God repeated his call—time after time—through all manner of earnest and, in Baden’s opinion, very strange prophets. The word that stuck in Baden’s mind was repent. How even he could see that this was what the nation of Israel needed to do, and yet they couldn’t, was beyond him.

But their God always seemed to leave it up to the people to decide. The individual had to choose. Like this Boaz, who chose to protect Ruth when the rest of his countrymen would have gladly taken advantage of the widow. Or any of the others highlighted by the Bible’s writers who did what was right, going against the popular sentiment. All those examples of bravery, and still the people would turn their backs.

Baden shook his head. “You’d think after all that sea parting and fire falling stuff that they would’ve gotten the hint,” he said, closing the book.

He slipped it into the baggy pocket on his leg and reached for the image display screen on his cabin wall. Pressing the advance key, he cycled through several stored pictures of Natalia Zoja: the ship’s interior, a couple angles of Emi and Renshu at work on various tasks. Finally he came to a brighter, livelier image of two people with arms raised standing atop a tree-covered peak.

Baden smiled. The skinny guy in the middle with the goofy grin could only be him. The shorter auburn-haired girl with blue eyes and freckles standing next to him was Gail Salpare. She’d been his closest friend since they’d met at school, five years ago, before Baden’s mother had died and Simon had made Baden return to the family business. Ravenna, Gail’s mother, had always been a close associate of Simon’s.

“She’s cute.”

Baden rolled over so fast he almost fell out of his bunk.

Renshu leaned against the frame of the cabin door, grinning hugely. “Oh, sorry, did I startle you?”

“Shut up,” Baden muttered. He hastily slapped the image screen, shutting it down. A chuckle escaped Renshu’s guarded expression. “Yeah, she’s not bad looking, I guess,” Baden admitted. “But she’s my pal. End of file.”

“Sure.” Renshu shrugged nonchalantly. “What do I care? By the way, you might want to stop blushing before we head off into the station. Red’s not your best color.”

Baden’s expression must have looked to Renshu exactly what he thought it looked like, because the engineer burst out laughing. He stumbled into the cabin, holding his stomach with one hand as he shook with thunderous laughs, and slapped Baden on the back. “Come on, Baden, lighten up! I’m only teasing.”

“Look, stick to playing with your engines and not with my business,” Baden snapped, pushing off from the bunk. He stalked across his cabin to the closet. “Next thing you know I’ll be hearing from you how my dad is just watching out for my best interests and maybe I should just talk to him about my feelings.”

“It’s not a bad idea,” Renshu countered. “You could try giving the guy the benefit of the doubt . . . and stop being so dirty selfish.”

Baden paused in his search for his jacket, lost amidst unsorted piles of clothes. “Selfish?” He glanced over his shoulder. A coarse laugh escaped his throat. “Yeah, right. Renshu, gimme some credit.”

“Now, just cool your rockets and listen to me for half a minute!” Renshu said, his voice rising. “You know he’s hurting, but so far the only thing I’ve seen you interested in doing is pushing him as far as you think you can get without having him lock you in the cargo hold for the rest of the voyage. This time of the year is awful for him. You have no idea how much he misses your mother.”

“No idea!” Baden shouted. Not again, not again! Not today! Gritting his teeth, he ripped his jacket from its hanger and threw it across the room at Renshu. The larger man deflected it easily with a swift motion. “You think I have no idea? I miss her just as much as he does, and he won’t admit that to himself, much less give me any comfort!”

The outburst left Baden feeling spent. He slumped against the wall, chest heaving. Renshu stood by the bunk, not looking angry, only sad. They said nothing for a while.

“Look, Baden,” Renshu finally said, “all I know is you both miss her. He’s your father, and you’re his son, so that makes you a family, even without her around. I’m not saying you have to run up to the bridge and give him a big squishy hug. Just talk to him. Think about it, okay? Because he misses you too.”

Baden stared at him incredulously.

“Yeah, he won’t say it, but I can tell.” Renshu half-smiled. “You don’t stay friends with a guy for this many years and not pick up on certain things about him.”

“Yeah. Right.” Baden ran a hand through his hair, grinning sheepishly. “Look, uh, sorry I yelled at you, Renshu. I was just . . . frustrated, I guess.”

Renshu chuckled. “Hey, don’t worry about it.” He put up his fists, playfully punching the air. “Just remember, verbal sparring is the only way you should ever fight me, kid.”

Baden laughed and tossed a few mock punches at Renshu, who blocked easily. It wasn’t long before Baden threw some real punches.

They went into sparring mode. Renshu uttered instructions while continuing to confound Baden with his hand-to-hand skills. Finally Renshu slipped behind Baden, pinning his arms from behind.

“Leggo!” Baden grumbled. They wrestled about for a bit, until the clomp of footsteps in the corridor made them look up.

Simon stood there, looking particularly dangerous in the dim lighting. His large handgun rode prominently in a hip holster. “You ready?” he asked quietly.

“Uh, almost.” Baden picked up his jacket and slipped it on. He jerked his chin at his dad’s belt. “Why the heavy ordnance?”

Simon patted the Hunsaker J. “Come on, Baden, this is the peashooter. Emi checked the port register. There’s a couple of ships tied up that are running with no flags.”

A chill settled over Baden’s enthusiasm.

“Pirates, probably,” Renshu said.

“Yep.” Simon tapped his hip. “Get your sidearms and sticks,” he said, referring to the composite batons most spacers carried. Guns weren’t often an effective defense in close-quarters brawling. Your own bullet could kill you just as surely as someone else’s.

Renshu pushed past both men to get his gear.

Baden opened the storage bin under his bunk. He hefted the blue steel Hunsaker Wasp and slipped it into a belt holster, apprehension gnawing at him. “You think we’ll have trouble?”

“Maybe,” Simon replied. “Hamid’s boys keep things clean down at Baja Sur and the shipyards. They’re like free backup for the local cops. But this is Baja Norte. You never know.”

•   •   •

Natalia Zoja was docked alongside a trio of other six-braces in the long hollow of the asteroid. Dozens of other ships floated at their stations nearby. Baden admired the view out the transparent connector tube. He’d rather stay there all day than enter Baja Norte, the rougher half of Puerto Guijarro.

As soon as they exited the connector tube into Six Green, Baden was glad his father had decided to take the whole crew onto the station. This place was a trip.

Men and women of all shapes, sizes, colors, and degrees of wealth—or lack thereof—pushed their way through the crowded main corridor of the docking row. They bore one similarity, however, in that no one looked happy.

Deep, dark metal beams arched far above. They linked the docking bulkheads to the carved asteroid rock of the corridor floor and walls. Robots bustled here and there, moving stacks of cargo. Expatriate crews in bright uniforms of every color poured forth from the docking hatches like streams of paint into the drab crowds of station workers. Baden wrinkled his nose at the mix of sweat, lubricant, and perfume. His ears balked at the clang of metal against metal. There was work and noise everywhere.

Father and son led the way out of the tube, followed by Renshu, Emi, and the rest of the crew—Owen and Cyril.

Owen Zinssler was a young man Baden’s age with curly blond hair and shaggy goatee. On the ship he took care of the computers. He was a master coder.

Last came Cyril, the ship’s—well, no one had ever assigned him a specific role. He worked the best with Renshu on the engines and alone in the cargo holds. He was a big, pale-skinned man with crew-cut hair who stood taller than the rest of the group. No one knew Cyril’s last name. This was mostly because he refused to tell them that, or anything else about his past. The fact that he spoke only about five words every hour also made it difficult to glean information. But he was a hardworking man and loyal to Simon.

Cyril surveyed his surroundings, face impassive, mouth nearly hidden by the biggest, curliest, blondest moustache Baden had ever seen. Any passerby who dared meet his hard gaze looked away quickly. And no one commented on his moustache. No one ever did.

“Looks like a nice place, Hack,” Owen muttered to Baden. He nudged something on the carved rock floor that looked suspiciously like a moldy sandwich, or perhaps something that had been a moldy sandwich several months before.

“Yeah. Prime real estate. Great view. Nice neighbors.” Baden returned the hard stare of a pair of unshaven, bleary-eyed men ambling past, keeping the heel of his palm resting casually on his gun. “Ozzy, remind me never to rent a residential cube here.”

“A cube? Why not just set up in a comfy shipping crate out here on Airlock Road and hang your delver from the front door? You’d have more privacy.”

Baden chuckled. “Yeah, then I’d have to—”

“Cut it, guys.” Simon offered them a scowl.

Baden returned it.

They waited as Simon made sure Natalia was locked up tight, and waited some more as Owen worked his code-manipulating magic to make the locks nearly impossible to break. Renshu patted the sealed hatch three times, his good-bye ritual.

A sour-faced customs man approached them at last. He checked their permits, grumbled about some among them not being properly certified, then stopped grumbling when Simon passed him a bright orange banknote. “Enjoy your stay,” he said, suddenly cheerful.

Baden edged closer to Simon. “How much this time?”

“Fifty.” Simon smirked. “They must have raised their rates.”

The six of them continued through the crowd, arrayed in a formation that kept them close enough to provide protection but loose enough to allow them to avoid trouble. Their gazes took in everyone who passed, eyes making just enough contact to discourage further investigation by any among them who might otherwise be inclined to cut a throat or two to get their hands on a ship. Baden knew the unspoken rule of Puerto Guijarro—you never go in alone or you might not leave.

They moved through and with the crowd, passing a handful of stores. Some were brightly lit with garish signs. Others were dark and unlabeled, marked only by the seedy individuals loitering at the doors. Deck panels were dirty, doors were ajar, and there didn’t seem to be any law enforcement presence. A pair of pulsing purple billboards off in the distance above a dirty silver bulkhead marked the entrance to the magtram station. The magtram linked Baja Norte with the rest of the neighborhoods of Puerto Guijarro.

“It is a certified miracle this place don’t just drop out of orbit,” Renshu said.

Simon nudged him. “Workmanship not up to your standards?”

“Come on! Look at those conduits. Unshielded. Probably giving us all cancer. And those coolant valves are rusting. No proper safety labels. Enough dirt and dust to choke a Cushing mammoth.”

“Reminds me of your work.”

Renshu snorted. “Hey, my work may be a bit messy but—”

“A bit? Have you seen the corridor ceiling outside my cabin? What in the name of the Realm is that green wire I’ve been staring at for the past week!”

“—but everything is safe and operational,” Renshu continued, ignoring Simon’s jibe. “You don’t think I’d do anything dangerous to Nat, do you? She deserves better than that.”

“Great space rocks, Renshu, she’s my ship!” Simon said.

Renshu shook his head, patting Simon on the shoulder. “You poor, deluded man . . .”

The crew elbowed their way into the nearby magtram station. Station police in bright blue jumpsuits herded soon-to-be passengers into five lines. Each line queued up under a red indicator for the station they wanted. Baden and the rest paid the fee underneath the sign blinking “Market Square.”

The crowd squeezed in through parted silver doors. They filled the tubular magtram cars, milling about before settling into seats and grabbing for handholds. The doors whispered shut, and with a jerk, the magtram buzzed off.

Owen frowned at a display panel blinking overhead. “Think the tram map needs fixing?” he asked sarcastically, nudging Baden.

“Hmm.” Baden glanced at it, distracted by his thoughts. “Yeah, sure. Why don’t you give it a try?”

“Me? No way, Hack, I’m off duty.”

“Yeah, well . . . Oh, hey, speaking of work.” Baden dug into his sleeve pocket and pulled out the orange data stick. Owen eyed it curiously. “Dad pulled this out of the wreck,” Baden said, handing it to his friend. “I’m supposed to check it out, but it’s heavily encrypted.”

Owen nodded, a grin riding his face. “Oh, and now you need my crazy skills, right? Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

“Get over yourself, Ozzy.” Baden smirked. “If you can’t get it to work, maybe Emi can take a stab at it.”

Owen clutched his chest, feigning indignation. “Emi? She’s an amateur! Man, you know how to hurt a friend, don’t you?” Then he shook his head. “No prob, Hack, I’ll dig into this mess when we get back to the ship. But not during playtime, got it?”

“Whatever.” Baden rested his hand on his pants pocket. His fingers brushed the top of the Bible.

“Hey, what’s that?” Owen slapped the pocket. “You packing extra?”

“What? Oh.” Baden shrugged. “It’s the book I found in the wreck.”

Owen grinned. “Nice. Expensive?”

“Maybe. It’s religious.”

“Lemme see.”

“No way.” Baden jerked a thumb at the crowds around them. “Too many people. I’ll tell you about it later.”

Owen made a face. “Dirt-sider.”

“Hey! No need for insults.”

“Betcha Gail’s waiting for us.”

Baden feigned interest in the tram map. He didn’t want Owen seeing his cheeks redden. And that made him remember Renshu’s needling back aboard ship. Of course he wanted to see Gail face-to-face! He’d been dreaming about the moment for days.

“Yeah, I guess,” he said.

•   •   •

The high-speed transport shivered to a stop under the blue lights and signs for Market Square. Out the window, Baden could see a crowded open air market sprawled out beneath a thirty-meter ceiling laser-etched from the asteroid’s insides. “Home sweet home, right?”

“Better than nothing,” Owen said.

A short walk after disembarking the magtram, the crew turned left into a wide corridor and followed a shallow ramp down into the sprawling and busy Market Square.

The wide open and octagonal space was full of trading stalls surrounded on its edges by much cleaner eating establishments and stores. Trees and potted plants decorated the place, making it look like something more than a glorified rock. The Market Square was the crossroads of four major corridors in Baja Norte, providing access to the central docks, the magtram station, and the residential sectors.

Immediately to their right was a flashing blue and yellow sign bearing a familiar emblem—a tired-looking, snarling hound dog with a rocket strapped to his back and a crate strapped to the rocket. Red letters blared out FREIGHTHOUND. It looked like a parcel delivery shop, but everyone knew it was a bar.

Simon shook his head at the sight. “Home sweet home, eh, folks?”

Cyril stared up at the sign, transfixed. “A clever display,” he boomed in his strange, thickly accented voice.

The rest of the group cast odd looks. “That’s three words at once from him,” Baden whispered to Owen. “New record?”

His friend snickered.

Baden stepped through the open hatchway into the tavern. He assessed the crowd for danger.

All manner of merchantmen crews filled the tavern, which smelled of alcohol and food cedar, thanks to the reddish wood paneling. Ravenna had gone the extra kilometer and splurged for wood flooring too. The bright yellow lighting reminded Baden of sunshine, a welcome illusion for people who spent weeks at a time in deep space. Half-circle tables lined the long wall, arranged so that no one’s back was facing anyone else. Instead, everyone faced the long bar along the opposite wall like a classroom. Smaller tables sat scattered in clusters throughout the tavern.

A long bar with a mirror-finish black top stretched down the opposite side, severed in only a few places for serving robots and Ravenna’s employees to gain access to the kitchens. The music was what set Baden at ease—raucous, thumping jazz by J.T.C. Herold of Akridge.

Tense-looking men in identical uniforms huddled over their drinks, their shoulder patches denoting for which shipping companies they worked. Merchantmen of the Realm’s home-world corporations comprised only one of every six trading vessels, and they did not earn as much respect as they did money. They avoided the sneers and catcalls from the Expatriates in the room, who owed their allegiance to no one.

The Expatriates, though, were completely at home here. They shouted to friends and reveled in fresh foods not found in the dry storage of any cargo ship. They mingled and laughed, shook hands, gambled their pay, and offered up toasts to Raszewski for making his tract shift generators open to all industry to manufacture.

This free access to the interstellar transportation was the Expatriates’ key to success. They were social outcasts who were the first to take a gamble on unproven technology.

As a result, places like Puerto Guijarro were their ground. Corporate traders were tolerated, but only just.

Baden took all this in during the first few seconds they’d stepped into the Freighthound. He also spotted a few men who neither mingled nor stood out in the tavern. They sat quietly at the edges of the room, talking amongst their own small crews, eyes always watching everyone else. They had a hungry look about them.

Pirates.

Baden nudged Owen. He nodded, uncharacteristically quiet.

Natalia Zoja’s crew strode easily into the tavern, and most everyone took notice of the large group. Baden watched Simon make eye contact with the pirates, glad he wasn’t on the receiving end of that face. Some saw him and, recognizing the face, turned away, but some returned the look boldly, until Simon shifted his hand ever so slightly to rest on the butt of his gun.

Then they looked away.

“Simon! Took you long enough!” The bellow came from the short woman pushing her way through the crowd toward Natalia Zoja crew. “Move, move, get out. No, not you, friend. Simon, Baden, good to see ya!”

“Hey, Ravenna.” Baden gave the tavern owner a hug, gasping as she slapped him on the back.

Ravenna Salpare grinned back, the warm light gleaming off her curly auburn hair streaked with grey. To Baden she was an exuberant aunt, her red shipsuit blazing about as she moved. Her black apron, stained and smudged with the tavern’s best offerings, was the only drabness about her.

“How’s business?”

“How’s business? Such a funny boy!” Ravenna opened both arms in a flourish. Her fingernails, painted a bold red, flashed outward. “Look at this place! As long as there’s Expatriates and as long as they’ve got the bulk of the trading ships, the money’s decent and business is booming! Come on in.”

She gave Simon a crushing hug next, and Renshu too. For Emi she reserved a gentler squeeze. She greeted Owen and Cyril warmly, then called into the air. “Hey, Gail! Get drinks and food for the good crew of Natalia Zoja! Such a skinny bunch—look at them! Bring whatever food they can fit in their stomachs, on the house. Get the good stuff, now, no frozen garbage!”

Baden’s heart leapt. “Gail’s here.”

Owen nudged him. “You think? Maybe we’re at the wrong place. I’ll go ask.”

“Shut up.”

Ravenna ushered the crew to a spacious corner table set up not far from the entrance. They settled into their seats, waving greetings at the passing crews of other regular ships. Baden noted approvingly that the booth put their backs to the wall and gave them an unrestricted view of the rest of the tavern.

Ravenna bustled off, shouting to her cook about someone’s late order.

Gail Salpare arrived at their table in short order, a robot server in tow and a huge smile on her face. “Well, well, aren’t you vagabonds a sight!”

Baden grinned back. Her hair was cut shorter than in his picture. It curled around close to her neck and was straighter than he remembered. Her eyes gave the same welcome he looked for. Gail’s casual blue blouse went well with them . . .

Everyone stood to say hello. Baden realized he was the only one still sitting, mainly because he was openly staring. Renshu gave Gail a gentle hug and smirked at Baden in the process.

“Hi, Baden!” Gail gave him a tight hug. Baden tried not to blush. “How are you? Did you get my last commnote? I sent it about two weeks ago.”

“Yeah, I did. Thanks for sending it. Those were great pictures you took on Oportunidad. Did you really have that many kids in one room to teach?”

“Of course!” Gail planted her hands on her hips, her expression one of mock insult. “You think I can’t handle them?”

Baden waved his hands defensively. “No, no, that’s not what I meant . . .”

Owen elbowed his friend aside. “Hack, your mainframe crash again?” he teased. “You always did have a way with the ladies—as in, not. Gail, gimme a hug!”

Baden shook his head. He definitely did not have a way with the ladies, but Owen did. He had no doubt that within an hour he’d be buying a drink for a pretty hostess or cute reactor engineer. Just so long as it wasn’t Gail.

“All right, break it up,” Baden said, gently pulling the pair out of their friendly hug. He caught a flash of real irritation in Owen’s expression.

“So, drinks all around?” Gail asked. “Who wants some real food to go with it? We just got a shipment of greenberry from planetside.”

The mere thought of fresh fruit was almost enough to make Baden—and every other member of the crew, he was sure—start salivating. But to his surprise, his father, who had not yet sat down, said, “Thanks, Gail, but I need to move along. Work calls.”

It was well-known that Ravenna was a master of the art of eavesdropping, but Baden was still startled when she suddenly appeared at Gail’s shoulder. “Leave? You just got here, you old dog!”

“Ravenna, I can’t stay. Hamid’s expecting me.” Simon clapped her on the shoulder. “I’ll try to catch up later.”

“Aw, Simon,” she said, getting a hug. “Okay, well, I’ll see you later! You’d better stop by.”

“You got it.” Simon turned to Baden. “You guys enjoy your visit. But stay out of trouble.”

Baden grinned. “Don’t I always?”

“Don’t get cute. Just do what I tell you.” Simon stalked off without another word.

Baden’s glared at his father’s back. “Yeah, you have fun too.”

The exchange dumped a little cold water on the mood at the table. But Emi, to her credit, took the initiative to clean up. “Menu,” she ordered.

The robot server beside Gail immediately rolled forward. It wasn’t a fancy model robot—Baden was reminded of a drink canister on twin treads. A hologram leapt onto the table, projected from the emitter in its barrel-shaped torso, displaying the house specials.

“Seafood sounds like paradise,” Emi said. “Is it fresh?”

“Caught yesterday at Lago Fondo,” Gail replied. “Only the finest from our very own fully stocked artificial lake. Your choice of the best of eight worlds.”

“Then I’ll have the perch.” Emi sighed. “My favorite.”

While they were ordering, Baden looked around the patrons again, checking to see if any acquaintances were in on this trip. He didn’t find anyone at first glance, but a man with jet-black hair cropped short sitting alone at a table toward the back of the tavern caught his eye. He wore a forest green jacket over his black shirt. Definitely better dressed than the other crewmen mingling about. His eyes were hidden behind mirrored shades, but he appeared to be deep into reading his delver. He checked the time on his wristwatch, then went back to reading.

Baden would have commented on him to Owen, but it was his turn to order. He turned to order and, in the glow of Gail’s gaze, forgot not only the man in the corner but what it was he’d wanted to order.

When he finally turned back, a crowd of Expatriates swept past, and the man had disappeared from his table.

•   •   •

An hour later, the crew of Natalia Zoja was laughing hard at Owen’s latest joke. Most of the crowd had settled down, so Gail was taking a moment to sit with her friends to catch up on stories. She sat between Baden and Owen. The plates were not nearly as full as when they had arrived. Fish fillet and fresh rolls, fruits and vegetables, cooked pasta, and mouth-watering sandwiches had all been reduced to slivers and crumbs.

Baden eased back in his seat, wiping the tears from his eyes and gasping for breath. He wanted to stay here forever. And when he looked at Gail, that feeling intensified.

Even Cyril seemed to be enjoying himself. Not that he’d said a single word, but he laughed just as hard as everyone else.

“Man, I’m telling you, that’s a true story!” Owen said, wiping grease off his mouth with a napkin. The last quarter of his steak sandwich had disappeared, along with half his favorite carbonated drink, a Melted Comet. “The guy had no idea they were in his boots!”

“Oh, yeah, right,” Baden retorted. “Your cargo hold’s empty, Ozzy.”

“I bet you a Collins it’s true.” Owen twirled a blue banknote in his fingers before placing it facedown on the table.

Renshu slapped the seat cushion. “Ha! Big spender. If all you got’s ten dollars, Baden’s gonna have to get his old man to give you a raise just so you can place less pathetic bets!”

More laughs, as Owen’s face turned beet red.

Baden clapped him on the shoulder. “Come on, man, I believe you. I’m just messing with your mind.”

Then Baden snatched the money. “But cash is cash . . .”

“Hey! Get your grubby paws off!” Owen slipped the money back into his pocket. Smirking, he tapped Baden’s leg pocket. “You want cash, go sell that.”

Baden winced. The rest of the table was listening to Emi describe her first job aboard a freighter on the Tiaozhan Path. He hoped no one had caught Owen’s remark.

But Gail was too perceptive. She leaned closer to Baden. “Sell what?”

“Oh, uh, just something I salvaged from that wreck off the sun.”

“The one the pirates mauled?” Gail’s expression tightened. “The scum. It was all over the Reach. You know how Mom is about pirates. She’s kicked a few out of here just to spite them.”

“Come on, Hack, show her.” Owen grinned. “It’s pretty slick. Your dad must know somebody who’s got more money than common sense, right?”

Baden opened his mouth to respond, but Renshu burst out laughing.

“Come on,” Renshu said to Emi, who was seated next to him. “You got nothing. I’ll bet you can’t stop quoting Basho for a week.”

Emi smiled. “If I lose, I will do it. If I win, you must refrain from quoting tech journals to me.”

“Got it. Cyril, you judge.”

Emi and Renshu bolted from the table for the bar. Cyril followed.

Reluctantly, Baden slid the Bible from his pocket and set it on the table. Gail and Owen stared at it. They crowded in close to Baden. He was glad for the dim lighting and even more so that Gail was pressed right up against his shoulder.

Owen whistled low. “Mighty impressive. A real book. And a religious oneº to boot.”

“You found it on that ship?” Gail reached out and gently touched the cover. “Amazing.”

“Yeah.” Baden shifted in his seat. He decided against telling them about its discovery and the strange visions and voices he’d experienced. No need to worry them. Yet. “It’s a Bible. Your dad run into stuff like this often?”

“Are you kidding? The last religious texts he sold were some unauthorized Hindu sutras, and those took months to get rid of. They were worth it, of course, but the stress was another matter. Kesek came sniffing around at least once.”

Baden swore fiercely and looked around, as if Kesek shock troops might be pouring through the door.

“Calm down, man, they’re not that slick,” Owen said, tossing back some of his drink.

Gail opened the Bible and flipped through its pages. “What does it say?”

Baden blinked. He’d been staring at her eyes. “What?”

“The Bible. What does it say?”

“Oh. Well, it’s got some stories about this God and the people he was trying to get to follow him. Only they keep fouling everything up. Then it gets really boring. There’s some long-winded parts about the need for sacrifice, and redemption of sin, and some kind of nice poetry too.”

Gail opened to one section. “Like this? ‘O Lord my God, in you do I take refuge; save me from my all my pursuers and deliver me, lest like a lion they tear my soul apart, rending it in pieces, with none to deliver.’ ”

The trio was silent for a moment. A chill ran down Baden’s spine.

“You don’t believe any of that stuff, do you?” Owen finally said derisively.

Baden scowled. “Me? What do you mean?”

Owen waved his hand around vaguely in the air. “You know. God, heaven and hell, devils and angels, and stuff.”

“Oh.” Baden shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe there is a God. But if there is, he’s no friend of mine. I mean, Mom said she believed in God, I guess, but she never told me what that meant. And we didn’t speak much while I was away at school . . .”

Gail placed her hand on his arm. “I miss her too, Baden.”

Baden just shrugged again. A cheer went up from the bar. He turned back to see Emi standing with arm resting on the polished counter surface. Renshu was shaking his wrist and wincing.

“That was one week, if I recall,” Emi said.

Owen squirmed in his seat next to him. “What do you say, Gail?”

She looked at him thoughtfully. “I believe there is a God somewhere. Who knows where he is or what he does, but someone put this whole universe together. There’s too much wonder out there to let cold hard data be the only explanation. I can feel it.”

Owen snorted. “Well, I don’t buy any of that stuff. These stars you’re so fond of are full of nasty, rotten people who’d sooner cut your throat and steal your ship than help you out. What good is a god who lets evil off?”

“How do you know God, if he exists, lets people get away with bad things?” Gail replied.

Baden smothered a grin. Leave it to Gail to examine a topic from every conceivable angle.

“I dunno. . . .” Owen sputtered. “It just doesn’t seem like there are any good people around who care about guys like us, right, Baden?”

Baden mulled this over for a second. “You’re forgetting about Hamid. He believes, but he’s always helped out Expatriates. He doesn’t keep his shipyard wealth to himself.” His answer surprised himself.

Gail smiled proudly. Owen muttered something under his breath and sipped his drink.

They slipped into the easy silence of friends who got along well enough to know when to end a conversation without offending someone. Baden stared at his plate, thoughts of his mother welling up. Not long before she died, she had tried to tell him something of importance about God in a commnote, but a glitch had left it scrambled and unintelligible. All Baden knew was that she held some deep belief in a better life beyond the one that mortals inhabited, a belief he and his father didn’t quite understand.

Similar thoughts of a better realm—wherever it may be—tugged at his heart from time to time, but he usually dismissed them with ease. If there was such a place, he hoped his mom was there.

Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in God; believe also in me.

He sucked in a breath.

“Baden, are you okay?”

“Uh . . . yeah, I’m fine.”

He realized his hand was grasping the table white-knuckled.

Gail gently placed her hand over his. “You’re shaking.”

“N-no, I’m okay.” Baden pulled away from her warm touch quickly. Gail looked down, embarrassed. Smooth, Baden Haczyk. Real smooth. Now you’ve shown her you’re not only a lunatic but also completely lacking in manners.

“You’ve been kinda funny since you picked up that thing,” Owen said, tapping the Bible with a finger. Baden knew his friend’s concern was genuine when a breathtaking redhead walked right past the table and Owen paid her absolutely no attention. “You better just get rid of it.”

Then he noticed the redhead. He swung his neck so fast Baden thought he might slip a disc.

Gail picked up the Bible and stood. “Come on, let’s talk to Dad.”

Baden felt an inexplicable jolt of fear. “No! Wait! Give it back . . .”

He froze. Owen followed his gaze and his face paled.

Six station police entered the tavern. Behind them came nine men in maroon jackets and tan pants. The crowd didn’t pay much heed to the local cops, but the nine were a different story. These had no need to push people aside or issue threats or warnings to clear their path. It cleared for them.

Their uniforms were of a simple cut, unembellished with elaborate patches or flashy insignia. Pistols rode in black leather holsters from their hips. Assorted other gadgets, comm units, and restraints sat in pouches on their belts. Their close-cropped haircuts were nearly obscured under khaki caps that matched the color of their trousers. It was the shining brass badges on their chests that cleared the way for them.

“Kesek,” someone whispered.

More so than these badges, the lead man’s ice-cold glare swept all gazes away from the entourage. Baden thought he was too young to be in charge, though there was no doubt he was the leader. Tall, brown-eyed, head shaved bald and kept bare of any covering. He led the pack swiftly, but by no means in a hurry.

“Kick me down a black hole,” Owen muttered. “Gail, sit down and put that thing away.”

Gail sat quickly, shoving the Bible at Baden, who crammed it into his pocket and tried desperately to look nonchalant. It was not easy since he was fairly sure the officers would be able to see his heart hammering through his ribcage.

He saw Renshu, Emi, and Cyril sidle over from the bar. The trio settled back into their seat cushions. Partially to give the illusion of relaxing, and partially to have room to draw their guns, if necessary.

Conversations throughout the tavern ground to a halt as the Kesek men walked into the center of the room, right in front of the bar. Seven of the Kesek men fanned out throughout the Freighthound, holding black rods about a half-meter long covered with blinking lights. Four men had bulky white guns, each about the length of a person’s arm, strapped to their backs. The bald man and his dark-skinned deputy stood at the front of the room.

“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” the bald man said. “I am Detective Chief Inspector Nikolaas Ryke.” His cold, brown eyes swept the room. “You know the drill. Delvers out, now.”

With some grumbling, most everyone in the tavern rustled through their belt pouches, pockets, and backpacks for their delvers. Soon nearly every table and the long bar was covered with delvers of varying shapes and colors.

Ryke nodded to his men. “Inquire.”

The seven officers activated the inquiry rods in their hands, lights shimmering and cascading down each one as the units investigated the contents of every delver in the room. The rods forced the delvers to access the main computers on the ships in port from which the crews hailed. Every bit of information stored in these memory banks was reviewed, sifted, cataloged, and analyzed by the inquiry software.

One of the inquiry rods, held by an overweight Kesek constable far across the room from Baden’s table, beeped softly and a circle of red lights flashed at its tip. The constable lifted the hologram projector attached to the rod. It blinked to life and displayed a grainy image of an Asian man with a thin moustache and surly expression.

Baden saw that same man seated nearby with three women and another man. “I’ve done nothing,” the Asian man growled, crossing his arms.

The tall, dark-skinned inspector next to Ryke crossed the room swiftly and read the data cascading like a trickle of water from the hologram emitter. “Nothing? How about this journal entry: ‘The Royalty is corrupt and must be removed. It is God’s will that government serve the people, and the Realm today does not do this. Congress must be reformed.’ Interesting. And what do we have here? ‘There is one God, and his people are the true people.’ Orthodox commentaries?”

Ryke laughed. “Ah, Mr. Cotes, that does sound close enough to treason for me, doesn’t it? Not to mention a gross violation of the Charter of Tolerance.”

“Yes, sir, it does.” Cotes gestured at the Asian man. “Nobu Ito, get up. I, Detective Inspector George Cotes, place you under arrest for violating the Code of Loyalty and the Charter.”

“I have not!” Ito sputtered, hopping to his feet. “You can’t . . . Just because I want something better than that mess. Look, I’m an Expatriate. I’ve sworn no oath to anyone!”

“Too bad.” Cotes nodded to the Kesek man beside him, who spun Ito about and slapped restrains on his arms and wrists. “A few years on Beaudreau’s Rock should give you time to think about where your true allegiance lies.”

“What? But my ship, my crew!”

“Your ship is now the property of Kesek,” Ryke said. “And your crew, therefore, our employees. We will determine their fate.”

Ito strained against his bonds. “God will not stand for this! His people will not suffer to be held with the boots of unbelievers on their necks forever!”

Ryke’s eyebrow rose and, from his seat across the room, Baden could see the anger creeping into the Kesek man’s face. “I see,” Ryke said ominously, “that you have some learning to do.”

He snapped his fingers at the station police. The officers rounded up Ito’s crew. They prodded them from their chairs and bound their wrists. The dejected crew plodded out under the policemen’s guard. The Kesek officer restraining Ito pushed him ahead.

Baden noticed with a sense of awe that the merchanter held his head high as he was led away to what everyone in that room knew would be a harsh confinement subjecting him to humiliation, torture, and pain.

Ito saw Baden staring and stopped by his table. “Watch and remember, boy,” he said firmly. “Their rule won’t last forever.” To the Kesek guarding him, he said, “Our day will come.”

The constable only sneered and shoved him forward. And the two were gone.

“Right, well, that was fun,” Ryke said loudly, clapping his hands. “So, what else do we have, hmmm?”

One of the other inquiry rods chirped. The hologram emitter flashed someone’s image, and Baden thought his heart would just stop.

It was his father’s face.

“Captain Simon Haczyk of Natalia Zoja,” the Kesek man read. He looked over to Baden’s table. “Sir, he’s not here, but this is his crew.”

Ryke walked slowly over, his boots clomping on the wooden floor.

Baden fought the urge to run. He could sense Owen tensing like a taut wire next to him. Gail pressed up against him. Her eyes were wide and bright but full of fear. Renshu’s simmering anger was obvious to anyone watching. Emi remained cool and composed. Cyril—well, Cyril was Cyril, as impassive as ever.

Ryke looked around the table, matching stares with every member of the crew. His gaze stopped at Baden. “Well . . .” Ryke’s voice suddenly stuck, and he cleared his throat. “You certainly look familiar.”

Baden thought he saw something else beyond the recognition, something like . . .

“You bear a striking resemblance to your captain, boy,” Ryke said. “Where is he?”

Baden coughed, trying to make his voice match the steel in Ryke’s. He failed. “On business, in Baja Sur.”

“Where?”

“The al-Azhar Shipyards.”

Ryke nodded, seeming almost disappointed.

Baden resisted the urge to smirk. Hamid’s clout must be formidable even amongst Kesek.

“Well, we can find him soon enough. Instead, let us talk.” Ryke smiled. “Tell me about the wreck off Muhterem’s sun.”

“We salvaged it,” Renshu blurted. “Followed standard regs. Navy checked us out. We took our cut and went on our way.”

“And it is really that simple?”

Emi nodded. “You have doubtless accessed our ship’s logs by now,” she said softly, “so you know it is true.”

“Fair enough.” Ryke shrugged. “Let me try another question.” His eyes narrowed. “Where is the book?”

Silence. Baden was sure everyone at the table could hear his heart pounding, or maybe he heard their hearts pounding. The Bible in his pocket had performed a physical impossibility, for it now seemed to weigh about a hundred kilograms.

“I know there was a book on that ship,” Ryke said. “There’s no mistaking that. I know it was on that ship and I know it was not with the wreckage. Oh, yes, I’ve seen the mess. And since my good friends in the Muhterem navy were kind enough to tell me they found no book in the debris, this leaves me with only one conclusion. So, where is it?”

No one at the table said anything. Whispers rose and fell throughout the tavern almost in rhythm with the ventilators.

Finally, Owen leaned forward, beckoning Ryke closer. When the Kesek man leaned forward, Owen said thoughtfully, “Maybe ya lost it, chief.”

Ryke stared at him for a moment. Then he burst out laughing, a harsh, grating sound.

His chuckles subsided and he looked around at his officers. “Lost it! Me, gentlemen? Lose something? Can you imagine?” He laughed again.

Then he snatched Owen by the hair and slammed his face onto the table.

Shouts erupted from the bar and the table. Several people jumped up, pirates and corporate merchanters alike, their animosity for one another forgotten in the face of Kesek abuse.

Owen bled from his nose. Baden and Gail reached for him. Renshu was on his feet trying his best to hold Cyril back.

And Emi had her Hunsaker J pointed squarely at Ryke’s temple.

Great. Perfect. Wonderful.

The Kesek men drew their guns and aimed at the still shouting tavern patrons.

Cotes was at Ryke’s side in an instant, his own black KM3 pistol trained on Emi. “Sir . . . ?”

“Shut up!” Ryke roared. The room lapsed into silence. Only the low music in the background interrupted.

Count Basie? Baden wondered in a moment of odd detachment.

“Now, hold on here, Inspector!” It was Ravenna, coming from behind the bar. Cotes stopped her, but she leaned past. “Such rudeness. Sir, there’s no call for violence in my establishment. You have a quarrel, you and these folks can settle it civilly, or you can leave.”

“We can, can we?” Ryke turned away from Emi’s gun and latched his eyes on Ravenna.

Cotes gestured at Emi with his gun. She looked around, saw at least three other Kesek weapons leveled at her, and sighed. She slowly lowered her gun and tossed it onto the table.

Ryke sneered at Ravenna. “Perhaps you are right. Let me try this one more time, with a bit more directness.”

He turned back to the crew. “Where is the Bible?”

A sharp gasp and a flurry of soft curses erupted from the tavern patrons. The Natalia Zoja crew said nothing. Gail brought a napkin to Owen’s nose. Owen’s eyes just glared, defiant.

Finally Renshu spoke: “What’s a Bible?”

Ryke sighed. “Very well.”

He drew his KM3 pistol and shot Ravenna in the stomach.

“No!” Gail bolted from her seat.

Ravenna gasped, clutching her abdomen, and slid to the floor. Gail caught her. She sagged under the impact. “Mom! No!”

The dam broke. Shouts burst forth from the patrons. A table full of Expatriates surged from their seats. One woman swung an empty glass. It cracked against a Kesek constable’s head just as the constable tried to duck from its path. Cotes swiveled his aim and fired one shot. The glass blew apart in glittering fragments.

“Discipline them, please,” Ryke said.

The four Kesek constables with white guns on their backs unlimbered the weapons and waded into the midst of the Expatriates.

“Scramblers!” one man shouted.

The constables fired in unison. Ripples of hazy bluish energy swept the crowd. Wherever the beams touched a body, arms and legs went limp. In moments, the disturbance was quelled. The constables shifted their aim to cover the still-restive patrons. But no one else tried heroics.

“Thank you. Now, back to business.” Ryke placed his pistol on Ravenna’s head.

“Wait!” Baden shouted. “I have it!”

All eyes turned to him.

Baden stood alone at the table. He unsealed his pocket and removed the Bible, holding it up. Any remaining murmurs in the tavern died.

“Ah, yes,” Ryke said. He nodded to Cotes. “You see, inspector? We can all be reasonable when properly motivated.” He waved his weapon at Ravenna, who moaned from the floor. “Get this woman a medic.”

Cotes switched on his collar comm, and seconds later an emergency response medic and his robot assistant swept in, pulling a hovering stretcher. They tranquilized and stabilized Ravenna for transport.

“Gail,” she said weakly.

“Mom! I’m here.” Gail squeezed her hand.

“Clean up . . . this mess.” Ravenna attempted a smile but failed.

“Hold on, Mom, you’ll be okay.”

The medics whisked Ravenna’s stretcher out the tavern door. Gail stood there alone, shaking, tears cascading down her cheeks.

“Don’t fret, young lady, she probably won’t die.” Ryke held his hand out to Baden. “Give it to me.”

Baden stepped forward, Bible in hand.

“No.” Gail moved to his side. “Baden, don’t.”

From the table, Owen slowly hissed between gritted teeth, “Shut up, Gail . . .”

“What?” Baden stared at her, incredulous. “Gail, did you just miss that? You know, the part where he shot your mom!”

“Baden, it’s not right. I can’t explain it, but it just isn’t. No one should have to give up something like that.” Gail’s tone was firm. She faced Ryke. “He isn’t dangerous. Just let him alone.”

“Him? Dangerous?” Ryke barked a laugh. “My stupid girl, he is not the problem. That book is the danger. Do you have any idea how many people have died because of it? The rivers of pain it pours out upon all with whom it comes in contact? Your mother was just the latest in a long line. Don’t make it longer.”

Ryke’s words were persuasive, but now with Gail beside Baden, he felt emboldened. A quiet voice in the back of his mind reminded him who had caused the pain so far. It wasn’t the book.

Before he could do anything else, the rest of the crew—even Owen, grasping his napkin in place—gathered around him and Gail. Cyril crossed his beefy arms and stared. A few Expatriates bent over their fallen comrades, who were still stunned from the scrambler blasts. Cotes and the other Kesek officers kept their weapons level and ready.

“You want to take it from him,” Renshu said proudly, “you might have to negotiate with the rest of us.”

Ryke scowled. Cotes and three of his constables joined him. “This is annoying,” he murmured, “and I grow weary of not getting what I want. You have one final—and I do mean final—chance before we have you all arrested. Or maybe we will simply execute you all. It doesn’t matter. Give me the book.”

He stood there, hand outstretched.

Baden stood there, shivering. He slowly extended his hand with the Bible. At the last moment, he hesitated.

And the room went black.


CHAPTER 3


October 2602
Muhterem Star System
Puerto Guijarro, Baja Sur

Simon caught a magtram to Baja Sur and spent the trip reviewing Natalia Zoja’s cargo manifest on his delver. It wasn’t long before the tram off-loaded its last set of passengers at the final destination on the route—the al-Azhar Shipyards.

The windows that lined the curving, tan walls of the tram station gave Simon a breathtaking view of the silver and grey domes, towers, and gantries spread across this end of Puerto Guijarro. He walked to the glass.

Many vessels of varying sizes and shapes, some mere skeletons and others getting their new hull plates shined, hovered about the asteroid’s surface, held in place in the next-to-zero gravity. Beyond them, the empty black of space. Tiny space-suited figures glinted in the light of Muhterem’s sun. The workers were like white-coated mites flitting about the shipyard. Running lights from work-sleds, construction robots, and newly minted ships flickered on and off here and there. It was always a bustling place, as far back as Simon could remember, and he was glad that never changed.

A long walk and a few short elevator trips later, Simon stood in the lobby of al-Azhar, a large, warmly lit room adorned with brilliant green ferns, stunning crimson flowers, and one beautiful painting. It depicted the planet Muhterem and its moon, backlit by its sun. Oil swirls on a canvas spanned the entire width of the room.

Beneath it was a bank of lifts, guarded by a circular desk. The grey surface was draped with the company’s banner—a purple-rayed sun bordered by a pair of green bars. The banner bore the al-Azhar name in English and Arabic script.

Simon approached the beautiful young woman seated at the main terminal.

“Salaam and welcome,” she said, dark eyes shining as she smiled. “How may I help you?”

“Captain Simon Haczyk, of the six-brace Natalia Zoja.” Simon handed over the slim plastic captain’s credentials from his billfold. “I have an appointment at fourteen hundred with Abu Zuhayr Hamid.”

“Very good, sir.” The woman’s smile never faded, but her eyes kept a keen watch on the information the terminal revealed for her as it read Simon’s credentials. “All seems to be in order. Abu Zuhayr Hamid is expecting you, Captain. Enjoy your visit to al-Azhar.”

“Thanks.” Simon took his credentials back and walked around the desk to the elevator on the far left—the only one with a security robot, he noticed. The robot rolled on its treads to one side, single blue optical scanner trained on Simon as he entered the elevator.

It was a quick ride to the uppermost level of al-Azhar’s main administrative building. The doors opened onto a wide corridor decorated in much the same manner as the lobby. Curved windows filled with stars arced over Simon’s head, and longer windows gave expansive views of the shipyard below.

Two towering men, dark-skinned with watchful eyes and reactive plate armor, guarded the door at the far end of the corridor. One of the guards beckoned with his unoccupied hand. His other hand rested on the hilt of a dagger that Simon knew from experience was anything but ceremonial.

“Captain Simon Haczyk,” he said, offering his credentials, “here to see Abu Zuhayr Hamid.”

The guard nodded and took Simon’s credentials without speaking. He ran it through the security station to his right while the second guard kept his undivided attention on Simon, who could see his own distorted reflection in the white and silver armor.

A cheerful beep from the security station brought about a change in mood on the part of the guards. Smiles managed to crease their otherwise carved-in-stone faces.

“Welcome and salaam, Captain,” the lead guard said. “Abu Zuhayr Hamid will see you now. Our humblest apologies for the strict security measures and the imposition upon your time.”

“Nie ma za co,” Simon replied in Rozsadesh as he reclaimed his delver and strode past the guards. “No problem.”

A few steps later, he rapped firmly on the open doorway. No steel hatch this, but a thick oak door, framed by a pair of hanging ivies. The vines burst with fragrant leaves and draped the walls nearly to the deck.

Inside, Simon spotted a small, wiry man at an oak desk. The man was intent on a wide data screen.

Simon smiled. “Salaam and dzien dobry, Abu Zuhayr Hamid!”

The man looked up, dark eyes glancing over old-fashioned glasses. A brilliant grin split the white beard and dark face. “Simon!” Abu Zuhayr Hamid ibn Thaqib hopped up from his chair, grasping Simon in a backslapping hug. “Salaam and merhaba! Ah, it always does my heart good to see you. Come!”

They exchanged a kiss on each cheek, then Hamid pulled back, slapping both of Simon’s shoulders.

“It is good to see you again,” Hamid boomed, still grinning. “Sit, please, sit. Your voyage must have been long. You look tired, weary.”

Simon eased into one of the very plush leather chairs opposite the large desk. “Yeah, it took about two and a half weeks. We—Oh!” He cut himself off as his back settled against the cushions. “Sweet nova, Hamid, what is this?” he asked admiringly.

“You like the feel, eh?” Hamid chuckled. He was busy at a mahogany cabinet, reaching for an emerald green bottle. Two small, slim glasses sat on the shelf. “Corazon leather, my friend. Nothing quite like it anywhere in known space, though you would not believe the number of fakes so-called merchants have tried to foist—on me, no less!”

Simon smirked at the thought of some rookie trader trying to pull a fast one on Hamid, the president of the board of directors of the second largest starship manufacturer in the quadrant. Add to that the fact that Hamid had worked his way to the top of his family’s power structure by spending a good two decades as a merchant captain, and that rookie would never know just how outclassed he was.

“I pity them. Hamid, this is nice stuff.”

“I’ll get you one for your ship,” Hamid said, pouring a tall glass of deep red liquid. Glancing over his shoulder, he caught Simon’s stunned, and probably slightly panicked, expression, and burst out laughing.

“No fears, my friend,” he said, pouring another glass. “It is a gift. You must only promise to continue taking such good care of one of my fine vessels.”

“You’ve got it. Though . . . you know she is my ship, Hamid. I helped your people put it together.”

“Yes, but your contributions to the work were—how should I say this?—undocumented customizations?”

Simon chuckled. “Yeah, I do have very nice acceleration compensators, don’t I? One day a pirate ship will be very surprised.”

“Then let us pray that day never comes,” Hamid replied. “So, how was your voyage here?”

“Long. Eight shifts, no stops,” Simon said, his smile fading. He gratefully accepted the glass Hamid offered. “Thanks.”

“My best wine, from the family vineyards on Muhterem,” Hamid said, taking a sip. “Mmm. Good year. Come, let us be more comfortable.”

He led Simon across the office to more of the plush chairs and eased into one. He was framed by a wide window, which gave Simon a stunning view of the planet Muhterem turning serenely on its axis.

Wispy clouds covered but a little of its brown and green surface. Hordes of terraforming machines, through complex processes Simon had heard about but never fully understood, were slowly building up its tenuous atmosphere into one that humans could breathe without aid of respirators. For now, all the world’s inhabitants lived under huge, clear domes filled with standard atmosphere.

“Eight shifts,” Hamid said, shaking his head, brow furrowed in thought. “Yes, reminds me of my youth, running a tramp freighter on the Tiaozhan Paths. We took eleven shifts, with no station stops, on one run.”

Eleven? Simon shook his head. “Yikes.”

“Indeed. It is not a healthy practice for any spaceman.” Hamid swirled the wine in his glass. “We had two men catch tract fever on that run.”

Simon shuddered and took a long drink. Though researchers had yet to find a reason why, a small percentage of longtime spacers eventually found the stress of the tract shift too much. It wore on their sanity until their minds snapped like a rubber band.

“You would do well not to imitate such practices, my friend,” Hamid said after a long silence.

“Don’t worry, I won’t. I’m not a fan of long trips. It wears on the crew even more than it does on the ship. Speaking of which, how have your ships been doing?”

Hamid smiled. “Our trading fleet continues to prosper. God has been good.” He spread his arms wide, indicating his office. “How else do you think I can afford this? Shipbuilding is not the great profit engine it once was, my friend. Trade is how I expand these days.”

“So, what have you got now, a hundred ships?”

“One hundred twelve,” Hamid corrected him, “with a few on the launchways, ready for their maiden voyages within the next half year. And then there are the private contracts we are building too.”

“Huh.”

Hamid slid his drink to one side and folded his hands.

Simon knew the gesture. Small talk’s over. “So, you ready to offer?”

“That all depends upon what you have brought,” Hamid said.

Simon reached into his coat pocket and removed his delver. Keying up Natalia Zoja’s manifest, he leaned forward and handed it to Hamid. “All your favorites, as usual—blue pepper, Meara beef, Xeng wine. And those little odds and ends . . .” He paused and glanced about the office, recognizing for the first time some of the paintings adorning the walls. “Which, I see, sometimes end up in your possession, eh?”

Hamid laughed. “You are correct.” He waved a hand nonchalantly at the small canvases of brilliant seascapes, somber portraits, and baffling abstract art. “The range of human creativity never ceases to amaze me, but looking at such delights on a mere computer screen does not stir my soul. It only gives me a headache.”

Simon nodded. For an interstellar trader, the real money was in rare items, special to each world, that could not be duplicated elsewhere. Like food or artwork. Sure, you could cook up some genetically altered stew that smelled and tasted an awful lot like Meara beef, but it just wouldn’t be quite right. The human palate was difficult to fool.

Hamid continued reading the list on the delver, his dark eyes scanning every detail of each line.

“So . . . ?” Simon hated this part of any haul—the negotiating, even if it was with Hamid, his benefactor.

Hamid raised an index finger. “I will give you one hundred thousand for the pepper.”

“One hundred thousand?” Simon blurted. “I’ve got more than a bagful in the cargo hold, Hamid, in case you missed that. Should be worth at least one sixty.” He had been hoping for two hundred.

Hamid spread his hands wide, his face contrite. “That is all the market can support at this time, Simon,” he said, his tone a bit steelier.

Simon took note and throttled back his temper.

“Perhaps you have not seen what Neptune’s Moons or Jinbao brought in within the week?” Hamid said. “Both were loaded down with blue pepper—far more than three thousand tons.”

“Blast,” Simon muttered. Just his luck. Those were two of the biggest freighters around. They could have easily brought in hundreds of thousands of tons.

“But be cheerful! You will get your full price for the beef and a little more for the wine, especially as I know some people planetside who are very much looking for some good red ’Eighty-eight Xeng.”

Hamid passed the delver, with the amounts he was willing to pay entered alongside Simon’s prices.

Simon whistled when he read the list. “Dump me in a black hole. You said a little more, but Hamid, you do know this is nearly twice the going rate for that wine.”

“There have been a handful of shipments from the Liberty–Akridge region lost in recent days. Thieving pirates, no doubt. And they must be drinking their spoils, for the pilfered cargoes are not being sold. So there is currently a much greater demand here.”

Simon scratched his chin. “Well, I’d never wish a pirate raid on any of my competitors . . .”

“Of course,” Hamid said with a nod.

“But I can’t say that’s not good news for me.” Simon looked down the rest of the list of prices. “This looks great to me. Pays all the bills and gives me a bit to sock away for a rainy day.”

“I’m glad we can conclude our business satisfactorily, as always, my friend.”

Simon felt a sudden surge of shame at the anger he had so readily displayed a moment earlier, and a corresponding admiration for this man, who was always willing to share his wealth with those who had less and who went out of his way to help struggling merchantmen build up their own businesses. There were many others beside Simon Haczyk who owed their enterprise’s success to Hamid ibn Thaqib’s patronage.

“You’ve always been good to the Expatriates, Hamid,” he said. “And especially to me and my family. We’d be nowhere without your generosity.”

Hamid’s face darkened at the sincere compliment. “Rica ederim,” was his traditional reply, an expression of humility.

The silence between them was a bit awkward, as usual. Simon broke it with a long sip of his drink. He wanted to wrap up his business so he could spend at least a few hours catching up with Ravenna. “So . . . the crew and I are looking to get in touch with some of the farmers below—Salas and her agricultural union, I was thinking—to see if we could get a good load of karaishiroi. Word has it among the Expatriates that the restaurants out at Townsend and La Promesa are absolutely salivating to get their hands on the stuff.”

“Yes.” Hamid drummed his fingers on the armrest in a thoughtful manner. “Yes, that is a good choice.”

“Of course, we’ve got to see if Ravenna will take—” Simon stopped himself short when he realized what he was saying. That Bible, he’d almost blurted right out. No need to drag Hamid into that matter.

“What is it? You have something of value that Ms. Salpare is willing to help you part with quietly?”

Simon fidgeted in his seat. Oh, now I’ve done it. Hamid smells intrigue. “I’d rather not say much about it, Hamid, it’s not strictly . . . legal,” he said carefully.

Hamid waved his hand. “Come, now, my friend, you can tell me and be assured no one else will find out.”

“Not even Kesek?”

That brought both Hamid’s eyebrows up.

More than you bargained for, eh? Simon was amused that he’d been able to surprise the man.

Still, Hamid leaned back into his chair and gazed straight at his guest. “Not even Kesek. They know better than to dip their fingers into my plate, and I believe you know me better than that, don’t you, Simon?”

Simon felt badly that he didn’t feel comfortable being as honest as he should be with the man he considered an uncle, or even a father. “Sorry, Hamid, I just can’t stand the feeling of those rats looking over my shoulder and into my files all the time. And I don’t want to give them anything worth their while, right?”

“Indeed. But I have taken measures to insure my privacy.” Hamid rolled his hand for Simon to continue.

“Right.” Simon exhaled. “We salvaged that wreck off the sun a few days ago.”

“Ah, yes, I heard of this. A tragedy for anyone who was onboard.”

“Yeah. Uh . . . Well, Baden pulled something off the ship that we didn’t tell anyone about. For good reason.”

Hamid tilted his head. “Good reason, you say?”

Simon shifted in his seat again. “He found a . . . book.”

“Oh. Oh!” Hamid slapped his knee and laughed. “Goodness, Simon, the way you went on about Kesek, I thought your boy had found a Qur’an in there!”

His laughter trailed off into a worried silence as he gazed at Simon’s face, which Simon was sure looked miserable.

“You’re close. Try a Bible.”

Hamid stood bolt upright, his chair knocking against the wall with a bang. “What?” Hamid’s exclamation was fierce but very, very quiet. “What? Is this true? It cannot be. Kesek would not allow it. How is it possible? This—”

“Knock it off!” Simon burst from his own chair and paced the room, agitated. “See? I told you it was bad!”

“Does he know? Does Baden know what this means?” Hamid demanded.

“Of course! He isn’t a kid, Hamid. He knows the Charter of Tolerance. Every first-year schoolchild knows it by heart. He’s not stupid . . .” His voice trailed off, as he thought of his son, probably laughing with his friends down at the Freighthound—with that Bible in his pocket.

“A Bible. Heavens above, that is a wonder.” Hamid shook his head.

Simon scowled. “You mean a felony.”

Hamid turned away to stare out the window at the planet Muhterem. He slowly stroked his chin, eyes unfocused. “There is a possibility,” he said softly, “that I may know someone who can take care of this.”

“What about Ravenna? She has connections—”

“Ravenna is too well-known to the black market. Kesek could trace a sale back to her. Especially something as closely monitored as a Bible. And then you both would face serious consequences.”

“Zepsuty,” Simon swore. He glared at Hamid. “I want this thing gone, Hamid, if I have to burn it myself.”

Hamid walked over to his friend and clasped his shoulders with both hands. “You should not do that to a holy book, Simon,” he said, his tone grave. “You should not do that to any book. This is the hand of God at work.”

“Right.” Simon rolled his eyes. “God’s will.”

“Do not mock that of which you have no understanding,” Hamid said firmly. “There is a power greater—”

“I’ve heard all about it!” Simon snapped, shrugging out of his friend’s grasp. “You know that, Hamid! I’ve heard all about the grace of God, and the gift of his Son, and the love and the peace, and all that nonsense. Do you know what it got me? Do you? A dead wife!”

Hamid stood silent, but looked only sad.

Simon turned away and planted his hand on the wall to steady himself, chest heaving. My Hannah. Why? She said she followed you, but you didn’t save her! Didn’t—or couldn’t.

“Besides,” Simon said to the window, “there isn’t much I can do about it. Baden’s a legal adult. That book is his property, his own legal salvage.”

“My friend, I know you miss your dear wife, and I know you do not want your son locked away until the stars in the galaxy extinguish their light,” Hamid said softly. “But let me offer you another way that will not only alleviate your difficulty, but also be a blessing to others.”

Simon looked over his shoulder. “I’m listening.”

Hamid held up his hands. “One moment.” Hurrying back to his desk, he activated his delver and plunked it into a notch in his desk. A holographic representation of what looked to Simon like databases appeared in the air between Hamid and Simon. He watched with fascination as Hamid worked the delver controls furiously. The ghostly blue lines flickered by too fast for Simon to read.

“Here. There it is.” Hamid beckoned Simon. “Come here, sit.”

Simon ambled back to the chair opposite the desk and dropped into the chair, which seemed far less comfortable now.

“I have a cargo of farming supplies, building materials, electronics, and such to go tomorrow on one of my ships,” Hamid said, eyes never leaving the holographic display as he manipulated its surface. He waved his hand, twirling the list to face Simon so he could read it. “There. Well within your capacity.”

Simon nodded slowly. It was a typical supply run list for a small farming colony. “Okay . . . where’s it going?” he asked.

“An out of the way world, back through Serhat and Gurjarpuri,” Hamid said. “It’s called Bethel.”

Just two jumps, huh? “Never been there.”

“A pleasant place,” Hamid said. “You deliver these goods, my friend, and you will receive valuable foods and art to bring back to me. I have buyers available.”

“And the book?”

Hamid hit a button again, and this time the image of a middle-aged man of Asian descent appeared in the hologram. He looked tired but happy. Wise, perhaps.

“This is Bartholomew Heng, a friend of mine,” Hamid said, which immediately put the man in a different light in Simon’s mind. Hamid would not refer to someone as “friend” unless that meant he trusted him implicitly. “Bartholomew will buy the Bible from you, at a decent price but not an extravagant sum. Bethel is not a wealthy world.”

“Suits me,” Simon said. “I was willing to get rid of it for free.” He scratched his chin. “Good. Well . . . I suppose we shouldn’t send him a commnote to let him know I’m coming, eh?”

“Not unless you want Kesek to know too,” Hamid said with a snort. “Reading everyone’s mail. Disgraceful.”

Simon breathed a sigh. He could feel himself rid of the Bible already. Leave it to Hamid to take care of things. “Thanks, Hamid, I really appreciate . . .”

The lights flickered, then came back on.

Hamid blinked.

Simon whirled about, hand automatically dropping to his holster. “What in blazes was that?”

The heavy oak doors flew open and one of Hamid’s guards hurried through, face flushed with anxiety. “My apologies, Sayyidi,” the man said formally, “but there was a power loss in Baja Norte and part of the shipyard. Our generators are operational and we have restored power to the yards.”

“A power loss?” Hamid said, stunned.

All Simon could think was that Baden and the others were still at Ravenna’s tavern.

“Yes, Sayyidi. One moment.” The guard pulled a small comm unit from his belt and placed it to his ear. “We’re getting reports now. Parts of Baja Norte, mostly around Market Square, lost primary lighting and gravity.”

Now it was Simon’s turn to be stunned. A momentary light loss was common enough, nothing to worry about. But gravity? The fail-safes on the generators ensured that they never malfunctioned.

Hamid reached the conclusion before Simon did. “Intentional,” the older man snapped. “Saboteurs of some sort.”

“We have reports of shots fired, and Kesek officers are involved,” the guard said. He lowered the comm to his belt.

Simon stood. “Route that cargo to my ship, Hamid.”

“Consider it done. No more than twenty minutes.” He snapped his fingers at the guard and gestured to the door. “Go. See to it. Imshi!”

The man bolted, Simon right behind.

“Simon!”

He stopped, hand on the wooden door, and faced his friend.

Hamid stood. “God go with you.”

Simon tossed him a casual salute and drew his pistol. “Save that for my boy.”

And he was gone.


CHAPTER 4


October 2602
Muhterem Star System
Puerto Guijarro, Baja Norte

When the lights went out, the Freighthound was cast into stunned silence. Even more surprising, Baden felt his body lighten. The gravity was off! He drifted slowly off the floor.

It didn’t necessarily bother him. Ships in space often shut off gravity so engineers could more easily worm into tight interior space to conduct repairs.

But most planet and station residents found it unsettling.

He heard Ryke grunt in discomfort in the darkness nearby. “Steady, men!” Ryke called out.

Then a strong hand grabbed Baden’s, and something metal pressed against his neck.

“Don’t move,” a cool voice ordered. “Stay silent.”

“Who’s that?” Ryke said.

Baden did as he was told with the pressure still strong at his neck. His assailant slowly pulled Baden away from the group. Baden still held the Bible in his hand. He could feel himself bumping off the occasional floating chair and brushing past a door frame. They emerged into a larger darkness that, because of the confused babble of voices and noises suddenly all around him, he assumed was the marketplace.

A pale blue light popped on, illuminating a young man’s face right beside Baden. “Follow me,” the man said softly.

Baden figured he didn’t have a choice. He groped for a bulkhead and pushed off easily. He drifted along with his sudden abductor—or deliverer. Baden watched the pale blue light ahead of them. It illuminated what looked like a ventilation unit. Those hung around the walls of Market Square, maybe eight meters off the floor. “Hey, we’re gonna have a long drop when the gravity comes back on.”

“It won’t come back on yet,” the man calmly replied. He checked his watch. “Not for a while.”

That gesture sounded an alarm in Baden’s head. “You were there. In the tavern.”

“And a good thing.”

“How do you know when the gravity’s due back on?”

“You are a bright youth. You know the failure rates of most station-based gravity field generators.” The man reached for something in one of the pouches at his belt.

Baden snorted. “Yeah, the odds of them accidentally going out are slim to none.”

“Exactly.” The man smiled. “So, you tell me.”

Baden’s eyes widened. “You shut it off?” It was unheard of. To bypass the guards and disable a gravity generator—he shook his head to clear his churning thoughts. “How’d you get past security?”

The man made no reply. He pressed a slim black device over his eyes and looked beyond Baden into the darkness. “No pursuers from the tavern yet. Not surprising.” He put the device away and gestured toward the pitch black. “Come on.”

“Where are we going?”

“Away from Kesek.”

Baden yanked his hand aside as the man reached for his wrist again. “I’m not going anywhere with you. Who are you, anyway?”

The man stared intently at him, his eyes looking strange in the pale blue light from his wrist. “Call me Jason. I’m here to ensure safe passage.”

“For me?”

“For you.” In one deft motion he snatched the Bible from Baden’s hand. “And for this.”

“Hey! Give—”

Suddenly the emergency lights blinked on, bathing the pair and the rest of Market Square in a pale orange glow. Baden grabbed the bulkhead in case gravity came back on too, but it didn’t. Below them, he could make out the squirming forms of a mass of people, pots, jugs, paintings, foods, and sundry other goods set adrift by the loss of gravity. It was like looking into a fishbowl, except that most of these fish didn’t have a clue how to swim.

Jason handed the Bible back. “We move now,” he said sternly, “or you will get caught. You choose.”

Baden grumbled under his breath, glancing back at the tavern, where shouts now echoed forth. “Some choice,” he muttered, pushing off past Jason.

“My thoughts exactly.”

They floated down a side corridor.

•   •   •

In the Freighthound, Ryke’s eyes had just begun getting used to the dark when the orange emergency lights lit. As soon as they were on, he glared at the Natalia Zoja crew with renewed venom. He snapped his fingers. “Seize them!”

As the Kesek men haltingly stuttered forward in the null gravity, their intended victims curled their knees up almost to their chests.

Too late, Ryke saw their planned maneuver. “No! Wait—”

As one, the crew, along with Gail, planted their feet into the chest of the Kesek constables nearest, who were reaching out to grab them, and shoved off. The action propelled the crew away and out through the door, while conversely shoving the Kesek officers in the opposite direction. Even Cotes, blinking wildly, flailed about for a moment before gathering his wits and aiming his gun. He looked to his superior officer for guidance.

“Yes, blast it all—shoot!”

Ryke and his men fired sporadic shots out the doorway, bullets crazily ricocheting off bulkheads and tables and vents as the recoil drove them further into the tavern. Other patrons shouted and ducked smoothly under tables as the Kesek men tried in vain to stop their backward momentum. Eventually Cotes and a few others managed to push off chairs and bar stools, allowing them to float to rejoin Ryke, who had adjusted faster. He was already to the door.

The Natalia Zoja crew, though, was nearly halfway across Market Square. This irritated Ryke badly enough, but the weapons fire had plunged the free-floating crowd in the square into panic. The flailing mass of people writhed around on itself as shopkeepers and station dwellers struggled to get to safety.

“Sir,” Cotes said gravely, “station police report the main gravity generators in this section are disabled.”

Ryke rolled his eyes. “Thank you for that useless piece of information. Why haven’t they fixed them?”

“Apparently someone has sabotaged the generator. It will take them some time to make the proper repairs.”

“Vuile afvalstapel!” Ryke swore. “And the auxiliary?”

“It appears that whoever took down the main generator also rigged a computer virus to disable the auxiliary unit simultaneously.”

Ryke shook his head as they bumped their way across the square, using what had been down as their reference point even though in the zero gravity down had no meaning. “A marvelous job of providing security by their police.”

Cotes went into an accidental spin. He tried to stop, first by grabbing an irate station resident, and then by anchoring himself to a light post. “Police report the security team at the generator were sound asleep. Some sort of natural sedative in their beverages.”

“Incompetents,” Ryke said with a snarl.

•   •   •

Renshu really wanted to check on Natalia Zoja. He had visions of all the terrible things Kesek would do to his—that is, Simon’s—ship if they got their mitts on her. But first he had to get everyone to safety.

He and the crew, plus Gail, paused in one of the corridors, out of sight of the Kesek men. “We can’t hang around here for long.” He reached for the comm speaker pinned to his collar. He dialed Natalia Zoja’s ID quickly into his delver. “Come on, baby, pick up.”

A digital code tweeted over the comm. “Good girl!” Renshu said. He rapid-fire entered a series of commands into his delver.

“Told you that set-up was aced, boss,” Owen said over his shoulder.

“If you weren’t so blasted disgusting, Owen, I’d kiss you about now,” Renshu said.

“Ew,” Gail said.

“Yes, I think we would all regret that,” Emi said dryly.

Owen held out his hands. “Hey, not my prob if he’s the only one who appreciates my art.”

Cyril grunted.

“Quiet.” Renshu rubbed his temples. “Station security’s been alerted. Simon’s still down at Hamid’s. I’m guessing he’ll be on his way back soon, once he figures out what’s up.”

“Think fast,” Emi said.

“I hate thinking fast. I’m better mulling problems over with a nice steaming mug of tea.” Renshu sighed. “Owen’s subroutine got the ship warming up. All we have to do is get aboard and cast off.”

Emi nodded. “We will get there somehow.”

Owen snorted. “Yeah, that sounds good. You got a plan to go with that stunning display of confidence?”

“Shut up.” Renshu rubbed his forehead again.

“We should check on Mom,” Gail said.

Owen tried to put his arm around her but Emi elbowed him.

“I don’t think we got time.” Renshu patted her shoulder. He hated leaving Ravenna too—but maybe they didn’t have to worry. Renshu snapped his fingers. “Wait a microsec. Emi, get on the comm to Hamid’s clinic and see if he’ll get Ravenna transferred there. Kesek won’t touch her if she’s there.”

“Consider it done,” Emi said.

“Thanks, Renshu.” Gail hugged him.

“Yeah, okay.” Renshu smiled. “Now I just have to rescue all of us.”

“Cargo docks.”

“What?”

“You can get aboard there with less chance of being spotted by station police,” Gail said. “When there’s trouble, they send all the men to the airlock but hardly ever think to send anyone to the cargo docks down below.”

Owen grinned. “Nice!”

Emi elbowed him again.

“Ow! What? What’d I say now?”

To Renshu, Emi said calmly, “It is a risky plan.”

“Yeah, but it’s all we have.”

After a brief silence, Gail spoke up softly, “What about Baden?”

“He was gone when the lights came on,” Owen said. “But I thought I heard him talking with someone.”

“The Kesek thug?”

“No, it was someone else,” Gail said. “I heard them talking too.”

“It was a younger man,” Cyril said. “They left together.”

Everyone looked at him.

Renshu spoke up first. “Okay, uh . . . I’ll try to reach him by comm while we head back to the ship. Let’s keep clear of the main corridors. Try the maintenance access spaces. And stay close to the floor.”

“Yeah, that’s what you always do when the gravity quits,” Owen said. “How green do you think we are?”

“At least as green as those Kesek goons looked while they were trying to dog-paddle through the air,” Emi muttered.

Renshu chuckled. “Right. Okay, let’s go.”

They pushed off the walls silently.

“Your mom’s gonna be okay,” Renshu said to Gail. “No one here will let Kesek manhandle her anymore. You know it.”

“I know, but I can still worry about her.” Gail frowned. “And Baden.”

•   •   •

Baden floated down a dark, rust-streaked access tunnel quietly behind Jason, making turns with ease. He did have some trouble keeping up, though, as Jason’s well-muscled arms pushed him along even more easily than Baden was able to move.

Soon they came out into a wider corridor. Jason pulled himself up short before entering the opening of this corridor. He stopped so suddenly that Baden bumped into him.

“Sorry,” Baden mumbled. As he backed away, his hand brushed his holstered gun and he finally remembered that he was carrying a weapon.

But when he unsnapped the holster’s catch, Jason’s hand flew upon Baden’s wrist like a viper striking.

“You don’t need it,” Jason whispered.

“Yeah, right.”

Jason held up a finger for silence. He lifted two fingers toward the opening of the corridor.

What was he doing? Pointing? Giving him some kind of hand signal? Baden couldn’t fathom how these raised fingers helped anything—until he noticed the paper-thin mirror between those fingers. Turning it gently from side to side, Jason was able to scan the corridor ahead. Apparently satisfied that it was deserted, he launched himself into the hall.

Baden followed, catching himself on a storage locker handle. “Which way?” he whispered.

“Shhh.” Jason cocked his head to one side. “Listen.”

Try as he might, Baden could hear nothing except the distant echo of an alarm and the periodic rattles of the ventilation shafts. The corridor was identical to the half dozen others they’d wound through already. Its smooth rock walls were streaked with elaborate veins of whatever mineral deposits made up the Puerto Guijarro asteroid. The emergency lights bathed everything in tangerine flashes.

Jason spun abruptly to face one end of the corridor. With no explanation to Baden, he pushed off the wall and tugged on an access panel in the ceiling.

“Hey, you’re going to have to get a torch or a multi-tool to get one of those open,” Baden said, smirking at the strain in Jason’s arms. “You think it will just—”

The panel snapped off its hinges. Jason slipped up inside before Baden could even finish his sentence. He was still trying to think of something clever to say when Jason’s outstretched hand grasped his arm. “Come!”

Baden pushed off the locker, letting Jason guide him up into the narrow space. They squirmed about like a pair of fish too large for their fishbowl, settling shoulder to shoulder as Jason carefully placed the grated panel back in place.

Then Baden heard it—a pair of voices coming from the end of the hall, from the same direction Jason had noted earlier.

A murmur made him look toward Jason, who had his chin resting on his knees. He was whispering with his eyes tightly closed.

“What are you doing?” Baden hissed.

Jason stopped. He glanced sideways, his dark eyes shining strangely in the low light. “Praying.”

“What? Why?”

“Why not?” Jason went back to his whispering for a moment, and then stopped.

Baden followed his gaze down through the grated panel . . . and froze.

The voices belonged to two Kesek men. One of them was the overweight constable who had pinpointed Captain Ito back in the Freighthound. A taller, gangly officer who looked barely old enough to be out of school accompanied him. Baden snickered. They floated down the corridor with all the gracelessness of dirt-siders.

“Sir, we’re in Jensen Corridor now. Nothing so far. Orders?”

A tinny answer muttered back over the wrist comm at the burly constable, who did not seem overly pleased by the response. “Affirmative, sir. Muller out.” He switched off the comm and sighed deeply. “Yeah, affirmative, my foot,” he said. “I’m having a great time bouncing off the walls looking for some spacehead with a dirty old book.”

“But sir, this is a Bible,” the younger constable said eagerly. “Can you imagine what everyone will say when we get it? Remember Jian? He was only four years in Kesek when he grabbed that Torah scroll. And now he’s a detective inspector!”

“Kovacks, you have a lot to learn about this job. There’s a good chance this kid’s already gotten rid of the book. That’s what happens most of the time. In which case, all we can do is lock him up and make him disappear from everyone he’s ever known. We set the example, Kovacks, that’s our job. Fear is our job.”

Above them, the grate quietly slid aside and floated up.

“But we have to guard the Realm, right? We uphold the balance of all faiths in the Realm of Five, so that all are tolerated and none can cause strife.”

Baden watched Jason slowly lower himself toward them.

Muller snorted. “Yeah. Sounds good. That’s me, Constable Muller, upholder of the balance.”

As they drifted along the hall, holding handles and pipes, Jason floated silently to the floor, head first, inches from their backs. Baden kept his hand clasped firmly over his mouth, his other hand ready to yank his pistol from its holster.

Jason touched the floor and pushed into a slow spin, bringing himself upright relative to the Kesek men. Bracing himself, he reached out and touched their necks.

“Ow!” Kovacks yelled, slapping his neck. Before he could even turn, his eyes drooped. “What’s . . . going . . .” he murmured, but he was rendered motionless in seconds.

Muller was a bigger man. He immediately swung around, beefy arm hurtling a fist at Jason.

But Jason was already on his way to the floor, where he shoved off with both hands, slamming his boots into Muller’s chest. The constable flew backward, bouncing off the ceiling and down again toward the floor, but he was unconscious before he hit.

Baden emerged from hiding place in the ceiling. “Why did you do that?”

“To buy us time.” Jason grabbed the limp arms of the two incapacitated constables. “Help me get them up there, quickly.”

Baden dove out to assist, somersaulting and landing smoothly on his feet. He wrapped his arms about Kovacks’ waist, grunting as he pushed off the floor. Wrestling with the gangly constable’s limp body, he managed to shove him into the crawl space. Jason apparently had an easier time with Muller, requiring just one try to squeeze him in. He took Muller’s comm and delver before stuffing him inside. Moments later, the grate was securely back in place and the corridor was silent again.

“Are they gonna be okay?” Baden asked, feeling a little silly that he was concerned about two men who had wanted to lock him away somewhere dark and cold.

“In a few hours, they’ll wake up,” Jason assured him. “It’s a fast-acting neuro-sedative derived from a small shellfish native to Natsumikan. Harmless but very effective.”

“You don’t say.” Baden shook his head. “What happens if gravity comes back on and they’re still up there? That grate will never hold them.”

“Then they’ll have a slight fall.”

Baden chuckled. “Okay, well . . . now what?”

“Now we check in.” Jason examined Muller’s wrist comm and delver, then redialed the last code entered.

Ryke’s voice answered the signal, “Ryke here. What news?”

Jason held up the comm to reply. “Nothing, Inspector. We’re moving to Ryu Corridor.”

But his voice sounded identical to Muller’s.

“Fine, get a move on. We’ve split up the group to all the main halls and are moving toward their ship to herd them in.”

Jason smirked. “So their ship’s locked down, sir?”

“I’ve left that to station police, assuming they can manage a simple procedure like a dock lock,” Ryke’s tinny voice grated. “Keep me or Cotes updated. Ryke out.”

The signal cut off, and Baden had to laugh. “You have got to show me how to do that! Ozzy would die if he heard me do my dad’s voice.”

“Well, it takes practice. Among other things.”

“What other things?”

Jason ignored the question. “Come on. We’ve got two down, but there’s still the seven others and the station police to deal with. You had better make sure your ship can get out of dock lock.”

Baden snickered. “You got some cash? If it’s station police guarding the ship and you’ve got the notes, we should be fine.”

“Don’t underestimate Kesek. They might have someone there besides the station police.”

“But he just told you—”

“He might not have been telling me—or Muller—everything. Our Detective Chief Inspector Ryke is a professional.” Jason’s gaze turned hard as he pushed off down the corridor. “A professional killer.”

•   •   •

Renshu and Cyril were alone at one of the two entrance corridors to the cargo deck. Emi and Owen had taken Gail to the other entrance. Renshu peered around a corner only a dozen meters down the crowded cargo deck from Natalia Zoja’s lock and tried to figure out his next step.

A blue-uniformed policeman stood by the locking mechanism, his back to Renshu. The gravity was still on here, so the policeman had his feet firmly planted on the deck. All non-security personnel had been evacuated, but several dozen maintenance and stevedore robots were scattered about, frozen in standby mode as they awaited instruction.

The cargo deck stretched out for a full fifty meters in this section. It was all greys and blues and tans, both metals and composite materials. Only one in five lights was on. They lit small bright patches in an otherwise cavernous room. The ceiling was lower than in most parts of the station, adding to the sense of claustrophobia.

Dull-colored storage crates, brightly colored liquid cylinders, and other cargo—from live animals to antique furniture—were piled in their respective loading areas as far as Renshu could see. Natalia shared this long stretch of deck with three other ships. It reeked of metal, lubricants, and the exotic smells of a dozen worlds.

Cyril craned his neck for a look, but Renshu nudged him back. “Looks like there’s just one guard. How much do you have on you?”

The burly crewman frowned as he rummaged through his pockets. He offered a pair of blue bills and six rectangular brass chits.

Renshu snorted. “Simon bribed them at least double that just to let us in here.” He shook his head. “Well, I suppose this means we’ll have to do this the hard way, right?”

Cyril nodded curtly, patting his baton. “Gregor is ready.”

“Gregor?”

Cyril raised the baton to eye level.

“Oh, that’s Gregor. I thought—” Renshu furrowed his brow. “Never mind.”

The duo crept around the corner, staying pressed against the wall as much as they could.

“Wish I’d paired up with someone that wasn’t ship-sized,” Renshu muttered.

They managed to get within a few meters of the unsuspecting police officer. Renshu pulled his gun while Cyril hung back with Gregor—that is, his baton—in hand.

Renshu trained his gun on the officer’s head. “Stay quiet and don’t move,” Renshu hissed. “I really don’t want to have to shoot a cop.”

Something went whistling by Renshu’s ear. To his astonishment, the cop slammed forward into the hatch and slid to the floor with a moan.

Renshu whirled on Cyril, who stared blankly.

“Gregor?” Renshu asked.

Cyril nodded. “Good aim.”

“I’ll say.” Renshu whistled for the rest of the crew to come out of hiding. They appeared from the opposite end of the cargo deck. “Emi! You heard anything from Simon?”

Emi swept the area with her gun. “I have not.”

Renshu sighed and cast a dejected glance at the airlock. “Hopefully he will stay calm.”

•   •   •

“Baden? Baden, it’s me, answer already!”

No response came through the comm. Simon cursed and slapped his wrist comm unit in frustration. His son wasn’t responding to his calls. That made sense if there was some sort of trouble with Kesek. He decided against trying to contact anyone else from his crew. Kesek could easily listen in on his commnotes.

Simon shoved his way off the magtram, ignoring passenger complaints. He stalked past the crowds mingling about in the corridors leading back to the main docks. Their conversation was rendered a mere buzz by the billowing haze of his anger.

Kesek. The name made him shake with both fear and rage simultaneously. He had yet to figure out which affected him more.

He shook his head to try to clear his thoughts. Belatedly, he realized he was walking, not floating. “The gravity’s back,” he mused aloud.

“It never went out here,” a woman nearby shot back. “But it’s still down between Market Square and here.”

Simon frowned. That sounded far too convenient and specific to be a catastrophic outage. He agreed more and more with Hamid’s assessment—sabotage.

Making his way down the corridor, he stumbled across a gaggle of station policemen huddled about a single man in a maroon suit. He recognized that outfit, of course. He could hear the Kesek officer speaking.

“. . . and here’s the image. Remember: Captain Simon Haczyk. Arrest on sight. His son Baden Haczyk is currently evading our other officers . . .”

“Ain’t that him?”

One of the police officers was pointing a finger right at Simon.

The Kesek constable in the midst of the officers blinked, momentarily startled. “Halt!” He tugged at his holstered gun.

But Simon was a faster draw.

The shot and the constable’s shout of pain echoed in Simon’s head as he sprinted the opposite direction. “Great,” he huffed as he ran. “Shot him right through the hand. That won’t show up on my record or anything.”

He sped down the hall, brushing past irritated station residents and ignoring the yells behind him, until a handful of gunshots erupted and forced him to dive around a corner. The citizenry screamed and hit the deck.

Simon pulled up behind the wall and fired off a few shots toward his pursuers. They scattered and dove for cover. Without waiting to judge the effect of his defense, Simon bolted.

He dove down first one side corridor and then another. He hid flush to a wall, behind a row of lockers, keeping his breathing as silent as he could.

The police officers thundered past, the Kesek constable shouting orders at their heels. Then they were gone.

Simon exhaled, wiped the sweat off his brow.

They weren’t going to let him anywhere near his ship’s passenger airlock, that much was certain. So he made for the ramps to the cargo decks.

He shoved his gun into the holster. It was awfully hard looking nonchalant when he expected that maroon coat to pop up at any moment, but Simon did his best. The crowds thinned out the closer he got to the cargo decks. Down one ramp, down a second, out onto the main concourse and—

“Captain.”

Simon came up short. His hand dropped to his gun even as he recognized the cold and authoritative voice. “Emi?”

She appeared from behind a stack of containers, gun steadied in both hands but aimed at the deck. “Good to see you well.”

“You know, you could at least try looking scared.” Simon wiped sweat from his chin. “It’d make me feel better, instead of feeling like a baby.”

“Duly noted.” Emi smiled.

“Simon!” Renshu emerged from the containers and slapped his arm. “You made it!”

“Not without interruption,” Simon muttered. “What’s the plan?”

He followed Renshu and Emi behind a stack of boxes. Simon sighed in relief at the sight of Natalia Zoja’s cargo hatch gleaming in plain view just a few steps away. Cyril stood staring at the hatch. He turned and nodded at Simon.

Off to one side was a small access cubicle lined with bundles of wire and sealed computer ports. One such grey-paneled port had been forcibly removed. Gail leaned against a wall, arms folded.

Owen crouched over an instrument panel. He didn’t look up at Simon, as he was apparently engrossed in a flickering line of computer code on a small panel’s readout. “They locked it up good,” he said. “Nasty code.”

“Can you break it?” Simon asked.

“Huh?” Owen turned. He grinned. “Hey, Skipper! You ain’t dead!”

“Don’t sound relieved.”

Gail heard his voice and gasped, startled. She grabbed Simon in a hug.

Now it was his turn to be startled. “What are you doing here?”

“Uncle Simon, they shot her! They shot Mom!”

“Ravenna? They shot Ravenna?” Simon tried to face Emi, his rage mounting, but Gail wouldn’t release him. “Those dirty—”

“She’s fine,” Owen said, sounding peeved. “Medics got the bullet out and she’s resting at the trauma center at the hospital. I heard it on the comm we took off that dock tech. Now please shut up so I can concentrate.”

Simon gave him a dirty look. He extricated himself from Gail and grasped her shoulders. “She’ll be okay. Don’t worry about it.” He tried a tentative smile. “We’ll get her transferred to Hamid’s clinic, okay?”

“I already told her that,” Emi said.

“Yeah—okay, fine.” Irked, Simon returned his attention to Owen. “So can you break it?”

“Duh! There ain’t nothing I can’t break.”

“But can you do it quickly?”

Owen returned his attention to the panel. “Maybe.”

Simon sighed. He waved a hand at Gail. “What about you?”

“They put a warrant out for my arrest too,” Gail said. “Me! What’d I do?” She gave him a wan smile. “Looks like I’m in it with you, for now.”

He touched her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Gail’s tone was firm. “Mom would be here with you, if she could, even if it meant abandoning the tavern until she was sure you got out of this mess. And that means I’ll do the same.”

Simon frowned. “I don’t like dragging you along, Gail. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

“C’mon, Uncle Simon, you know Kesek won’t care.” Gail folded her arms. “I’ve already made up my mind. I need to do this. For Baden, for you, and . . . well, for myself.”

There was something about the expression on her face . . . Wait. Simon tensed. “It’s not that book, is it?”

Gail tilted her head. “There’s something not right about all this, and you know it. Something we need to do—”

“Don’t!” Simon snapped.

Even Owen looked up at that sharp comment. Emi glowered at him.

But Simon pressed on. “You empty your head of any such dumb ideas, Gail, or so help me—”

“Captain!”

Emi shoved them out of the way, gun drawn. Gail toppled against Simon and knocked him to the floor.

A gunshot boomed out and Emi’s pistol hammered back. In that instant, Simon saw the Kesek constable firing from behind a container.

Simon pushed Gail down and drew his pistol. He emptied his gun’s magazine in the direction of their attacker.

Most of Simon’s shots went wide or caromed off the container. One round clipped the constable’s thigh.

He hurtled back into another stack of smaller containers, which tumbled down around him in a landslide. Only his arms and legs were visible, sticking out askew from the pile.

Everyone was suddenly quiet.

“Uh, Skipper, that was a Kesek guy,” Owen said.

“No kidding!” Simon snapped. “I’d been thinking about adding assault on a Kesek officer with a deadly weapon to my record. I figured now was as good a time as any . . .”

“You need not worry, Captain,” Emi said, her gun still trained on the fallen officer. “It was my bullet.” She advanced on his still form. After a cursory examination, she announced, “He’s out cold.”

Simon felt less sick. “We should move him. Get his gear off him.”

Emi stripped off the constable’s gun, delver, comm, and sundry other equipment. Cyril popped the seal on a nearby container of wine. He threw some cases unceremoniously to the floor, where they shattered, then stuffed the constable into the container with ease.

“Wait,” Simon said. “Was his wound bad?”

“He will not bleed to death.” Emi coolly surveyed the growing puddle of shimmering violet liquid at their feet. “But we might if the owner of these fine wines finds us.”

Simon sighed. “Least of our worries. Good shot, by the way. I knew I could count on you to watch our backs.”

“This is not my best stationfall, Skipper,” Emi said wryly. “You owe me a better time.”

“Tell you what: you pick the port next time.”

“Ha!” Owen turned from his keyboard and tossed them a jaunty salute. “We’re in, kids!”

A succession of green lights blinked across the display screen, and the main cargo hatch flew open. The bay beyond was dark and cavernous.

Owen scrambled inside, ripping open another panel and hurriedly examining the readout. His pale face was lit sickly green in the dark. “Good deal.”

The rest moved aboard, with Simon and Emi backing in, covering the station cargo deck with their guns.

“Why are you whispering?” Gail asked.

“Dunno.” Owen shrugged. “Seemed more dramatic.”

“Just seal it,” Simon said through gritted teeth. He hit a switch for the cargo bay lights.

Eight lit up more almost twenty meters above their heads. The curving ribs of Natalia Zoja’s bulkheads reached down to the deck, past several catwalks. The ship’s barge for atmospheric landings took up most of the forward bay, and the six-wheeled Suhesky groundcar sat like a patient dog off to one side. A row of hefter loading robots hunkered in dark cubicles along the opposite side.

Simon noted with fleeting pleasure that all of his previous cargo had been offloaded and replaced with long rows of Hamid’s boxes for the Bethel colonists.

The hatch slammed shut, closing them off from Baja Norte.

“What about Baden?” Gail asked.

Simon stared at the grimy hatch, hoping for an answer.

•   •   •

Inspector Ryke was rapidly losing patience. He and Cotes were waiting at the intersection of two side corridors. Each was lined with private storage lockers of mind-numbing similarity. He’d not seen the boy since he’d slipped out of their grasp at the tavern. Nor had he seen the rest of the crew. The reports from Muller and Kovacks had stopped. DeVoors reported exchanging fire with Captain Haczyk not far from the magtram station at the main docks. The local police was useless. Now, as he stalked toward Natalia Zoja’s dock with Cotes on his heels, he was ready to end this game. At least the cursed gravity was not out in this section.

“Status, Cotes,” he said.

“Harman and Durfee should be here momentarily.”

“Muller and Kovacks?” Ryke asked.

“Still no word.”

“Wonderful.”

Three more constables arrived. They looked as mad as Ryke felt. Good. They might keep their jobs.

“Sir,” one said, out of breath from running, “they shot DeVoors. We found him on the cargo decks stuffed in a box. We sent him to the infirmary.”

Ryke slammed a fist into a locker.

“They must be attempting to get on board their ship by the cargo lift,” the constable said. “We locked down the lift controls but someone has sabotaged them.”

Ryke turned coldly to look at the cargo docks. “Then we know where to find them, don’t we?”

•   •   •

Baden peered around the corner and saw the Kesek men clustered by the Natalia’s airlock. The main corridor for the docking row was otherwise deserted. What had been a bustling avenue of disembarking merchanters was now a ghost town.

“What do we do?” he hissed to Jason. But when Jason didn’t reply, Baden looked over his shoulder. Jason had his back to the wall, head tilted, eyes closed. Praying again! “Will you knock it off?”

Jason opened his eyes and fixed him with an intense stare. “I prefer to go into these situations well prepared, Baden.”

“That’s great. But could you make it more useful? Can you conjure up a couple of assault rifles or maybe a small combat robot for us? Got a hexambler in your back pocket, by any chance?”

“Sorry.” Jason gave him a wry smile. “And I don’t think sedatives will help in this matter.” He jutted his chin toward the Kesek position. “How many are there?”

“Five.”

“Including Ryke?”

“Yeah. Why?”

Jason shrugged. “I was concerned there might be more.”

Baden stared at him, incredulous. “Five Kesek officers are not enough to concern you?”

“You misunderstand. My concern is for them, not me.” And then he walked around the corner into plain view.

“Get back here!” Baden snarled. “Are you completely deranged?”

But Jason kept walking.

So Baden, muttering to himself about how crazy they both must be, joined him.

It wasn’t long before the Kesek men looked up in their direction. The bald one called Ryke and his dark-skinned partner stood closest to Natalia Zoja’s airlock. Their three constables formed a loose half-circle to their right.

Ryke appeared to be staring up at the gantries angling far overhead. He tapped a boot against the carved rock floor. His dark eyes locked with Baden’s as the two approached the airlock. “Greetings again, Mr. Haczyk. And who might your friend be? Your savior from the tavern, eh?”

Baden edged closer to Jason. He noticed that Jason did not take his eyes off Ryke. He also thought he saw Jason’s hands flex once.

“I’d like to say we can keep this simple, gentlemen,” Ryke said, taking a step forward, “but I think we all know that point is past.”

Behind Ryke, Inspector Cotes raised a gun and trained it on Baden. The other three constables fanned out slowly, beginning to flank Baden and Jason.

Baden saw it. “They’re trying to surround—”

“Bad move,” Jason whispered.

“No plotting, now,” Ryke chided them. He held out his hand. “I will take that Bible from you now, of course, but I am afraid that Mr. Haczyk must come with me. And you too, sir, since you obviously helped the boy elude my men.”

“They weren’t very impressive,” Jason said.

Baden glanced at him.

Ryke too seemed taken aback. “Excuse me?”

Jason shrugged. “Your men. They didn’t exactly make us work up a sweat.”

“Is that so?”

“And I wouldn’t say we eluded them,” Jason said cheerfully. “I’d say we defeated them.”

Ryke’s eyes narrowed. “Is that so?”

“Oh, yes.” Jason smiled. “They got tired and decided to sleep in. Needed naps.”

Baden saw a tic in the muscle on Ryke’s jaw. “Are you trying to get him madder or something?”

“As a matter of fact, I am.” Jason never looked away from Ryke. “Be ready.”

“Shut up!” Ryke shouted. “Arrest them!”

The three men moved at once.

“Down!” Jason yelled.

Baden did as he was told.

And was glad he did. The three constables swiftly converged on Jason, and he at once became a blur of arms and legs. Baden couldn’t track all his movements, but he could see the results. One constable landed on his side, next to Baden, staring blankly in shock before falling unconscious. A second one slammed against a bulkhead and slid down onto his head.

The third put up more of a fight. He apparently knew more martial arts than his comrades, for he parried and blocked several of Jason’s moves. Who was this Jason person? He had the odd thought that he’d like to see him go up against Cyril.

Then the constable put a fist where it shouldn’t have been. It hit air instead of Jason. Jason took advantage of that mistake and put the Kesek man down with a single blow.

Baden rose from the rock floor slowly, not quite believing what he’d just seen.

Jason was half-crouched, one hand on the ground. He didn’t look like he’d experienced anything more than a light exercise session.

“That—was spectacular,” Baden said.

To his surprise, his protector seemed almost somber. “Do not make the mistake of believing that, because I do that well, I enjoy it.”

A click refocused their attention. Ryke was standing closer, his gun drawn. An expression of rage creased his face. Cotes was at his side.

“Impressed? Yes,” Ryke said in clipped tones. “Furious? Also yes. You begin to tire me. There is a much easier way to get what I want, and I am cross with myself for not having resorted to it sooner.”

He fired one shot.

Jason crumpled to the floor, grasping his stomach.

“Jason!” Baden fell to his side, trying to pull Jason’s hands away from the wound and yet afraid of what he might see.

Ryke stalked up to him, grabbed his arm, and yanked him roughly to his feet. Then he pistol-whipped him across the jaw.

Baden fell against the metal bulkhead of the airlock row. He spared a glance at Natalia Zoja’s airlock. It was like being only a handful of steps from his front door and the safety of home.

“You have already proven far more of a nuisance than has been necessary,” Ryke said. He ignored Baden’s moan of pain. “Give me the Bible.”

Baden looked him in the eye, tears stinging his vision. He felt the weight of the Bible in his pocket. He knew he should give the book to Ryke. There was no point getting into this much trouble with Kesek. It was just a stupid relic. He was already going to jail, but at least his sentence would be lighter if he just gave it up.

So why couldn’t he bring himself to hand it over?

He gritted his teeth, frustrated at the unfamiliar feelings rising from his heart. Something about surrendering this book seemed so . . . wrong. Why?

Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word which comes from the mouth of God.

Baden reached down slowly for the book in his pocket. This thing? Could it be of such importance? He saw the fury in Ryke’s eyes. If it’s just a bunch of words, why does he want so bad to get rid of it?

You will be hated by all for my name’s sake.

Finally he couldn’t stand it. “Stop it!” Baden yelled, grasping the sides of his head.

Ryke didn’t seem to know what to do with this display. “What ails you, boy?” He grabbed Baden by the shoulders and shook him until he lowered his hands and opened his eyes.

Out of nowhere, Jason appeared and grabbed Ryke’s arm.

He spun the Kesek inspector around. Ryke had a half second to glimpse the charred hole in Jason’s body—rather, in the body armor under his jumpsuit—before Jason squeezed incredibly hard on the side of his neck.

Ryke’s eyes rolled into his head. “Blasted sons of . . .” His voice gave out and he crumpled to the floor.

Baden could only stare in shock as Jason stepped over Ryke’s unconscious form, heading straight toward Cotes.

Cotes looked much less confident now than when the confrontation had begun. He backed closer to Natalia Zoja’s airlock and sighted Jason down the barrel of his gun. “Halt! Don’t come any closer.”

Jason continued to advance.

Just as Cotes pressed the trigger, the airlock hatch flew open and Baden saw his dad barrel through. He slammed into the last Kesek man standing. Cotes’s gun fired, but the slug ricocheted off a bulkhead.

Cotes tried to face his attacker, but Simon hit him across the nose with a resounding crack. Cotes slumped against the wall, blood running through his fingers as he grasped his face.

“Come on!” Simon yelled. “Baden!”

Baden sprinted for the airlock. Jason looked back once at Ryke and the other constables littering the hall, then glanced quizzically at Simon.

“You too,” Simon muttered. “I’ve already got one passenger. You mind taking a trip to the backwoods?”

Jason jerked a thumb at the constables. “Not at all.”

Simon opened his mouth to say something, but just then a squad of station police came pounding around the corner. “Wonderful. Let’s go!”

They ducked inside the hatch as shouts and bullets sped their way.

•   •   •

“Hack!” Owen shouted. “You ain’t dead yet!”

They were crowded into a blue-grey alcove by the ship’s main airlock, just off the main corridor leading to the bridge. The bright light shining inside the alcove reinforced Baden’s sense that he was home.

Simon grabbed him in a one-armed hug around the neck. “So much for staying out of trouble.”

Baden grinned. “I tried.”

“I would give up this ship long before I ever let something happen to you. You know that.”

It was just what Baden wanted to hear. But even as he did, it bothered him. “Thanks, Dad.”

Simon smiled.

Baden saw Jason standing off to one side, hands behind his back. He was staring at Baden and starting to creep him out.

Owen pushed by and seized Baden in a bear hug. Then he abruptly pushed back, rubbing his face furiously. “Uh, yeah, man. It’s good to see you didn’t cause much trouble for us.”

“Thanks, Ozzy.”

“Baden!” Gail nearly tackled him with her hug. And that embrace felt altogether different from the one he’d gotten from Owen, Baden noticed, both alarmed and comforted.

She looked into his face. “I thought they’d take you . . . away.”

Baden was aware of an awkward silence, whether it was on his part or the rest of the crew, he couldn’t tell. “Who, me? Nah, they just wanted some exercise chasing me around the station, that’s all.”

Gail frowned, eyes sad and angry all at once.

Wrong answer! Oh, boy.

Simon cleared his throat. “Let’s get to our posts, folks, so we can get gone before Kesek catches up. They could have a patrol ship out there.”

The group reluctantly broke up, with Gail giving Baden one last glance before disappearing to a passenger cabin. Baden sighed and smacked a storage locker in frustration.

“Hard to deal with.”

Baden looked at his dad. “What is?”

Simon smiled. “Women. It takes a lot of effort to figure them out.”

“That a fact?” Baden asked.

“Oh, yes. Your mother was a prime example.” Simon turned to Jason. “You saved my boy’s life back there. Thank you.”

Jason bowed his head. “It was a pleasure. Baden carries the hope of many in the pages of that Bible.”

“Uh . . . right.” Simon jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “I’m going to go get us ready for departure.” He walked off toward the bridge.

Baden took a step to follow, but found Jason in his path. “You okay?” Baden asked.

Jason looked puzzled. “Should I not be?”

“Well, you did get shot.”

“Ah, yes. It will only leave a bruise.”

Baden leaned up against the corridor wall. He rubbed a grease smudge off an access panel. It smeared on his sleeve. Stupid. “Where’d you learn to fight like that? Nobody fights like that.”

“Let’s call it a trade secret for now,” Jason said.

“Sure.” Real forthcoming, this guy. “Well, I gotta get to the bridge.”

“Baden, on this ship—shall I . . . make myself comfortable?”

“What? Oh.” Baden frowned. “Um, go see Owen. He’ll set you up in a spare cabin.”

“Thank you.”

“Hey.” Baden stopped him. “Thanks for . . . you know, not letting them catch me.”

Jason rested a hand on his shoulder, facing him squarely. His grip was strong. “You have been blessed with something great, Baden. I will do what I can to help you.”

•   •   •

Simon was flipping switches to sever the docking connections and bring the ion engines on as Baden took his seat at the nav console. Through the forward viewscreen he could see that their brilliant blue glow lit up the dock. The comm buzzed incessantly as Simon inched Natalia Zoja away from its berth.

“Probably should answer it,” Baden said.

Simon raised an eyebrow at him, but flipped the switch anyway. “Dockmaster, this is Natalia Zoja. Go ahead.”

“Natalia, this is Dockmaster. You are not, repeat, not authorized for departure at this time.” The voice was full of consternation. “A tug will be dispatched to escort you back to your berth.”

“Ah, negative, Dockmaster, that is not . . . possible. We have an urgent need to—”

“Natalia, cut your thrust and zero your velocity immediately. If you do not comply you will be liable for fines and penalties for prematurely cutting your dock lines.”

“Send the bill to al-Azhar Shipyards.”

•   •   •

Natalia Zoja moved swiftly between moored ships. Simon knew he was throwing the dock managers into a panic but garnering only curious looks from other Expatriate captains. They were used to ships on the run from one source of trouble or another burning an unauthorized path out of dock with their ion engines at full throttle.

Once clear of Puerto Guijarro, Simon gave the ship a boost from its chemical rockets, accelerating rapidly away from the asteroid. He turned to Baden. “Any pursuit yet?”

Baden watched his nav panel. “Nothing y—hold up. Looks like a patrol trireme blasting off now.” He watched a bit longer and nodded. “Yep. Trireme is settling into a pursuit vector.”

Simon sighed. “All right then. Let’s do this.” He lit off the main drive, and its brilliant flare sent Natalia Zoja hurtling toward Muhterem’s sun and the sundoors.

“How’s it looking?” Simon asked Baden.

Baden checked his display. “The trireme’s keeping up, barely.”

Simon chuckled. “About now he’s starting to figure out that we can do 35 gravities. He’s not going to catch up.”

“Even if he accelerates longer than we do?”

“Yeah, because if he does that just to catch up with us he’ll just burn up all his fuel. Then what’s he going to do?” Simon snorted. “Ask to siphon some of ours so he can arrest us and get back home before next week?”

Baden shook his head. “Just so long as we can make it to the transit. I don’t want to . . . Wait. Huh?” He squinted at his display. “That’s interesting. Hey, Dad?”

“What?”

“Check out who else is headed out-system.”

Simon brought up his navigational display’s short-range focus. “What? It’s nobody I know, just a bunch of small freighters.”

“Right,” Baden said. “But did you happen to notice their engine output? And mass?”

“About the same as ours. Ah . . .” Simon grinned. “Good plan. There’s six—no, seven—of them. Think they’ll let us tag along?”

“Worth asking,” Baden said.

•   •   •

All was dark.

“Sir?”

The dark turned hazy, grey.

“Sir? Can you hear me?”

The two dark blurs before Ryke’s eyes became one blur, a blur with a face, and finally coalesced into the Cotes’s face. Ryke blinked away his delirium. “Wha–what happened?” He tried to sit up, but felt dizzy.

“Take it easy, Inspector. I think you’ll be all right.” Cotes’s tone was dire but his face was nearly comical. The white bandage and nose splint gave him the appearance of a Townsend’s elephant.

Then Ryke remembered what had happened, and the rush of adrenaline made him jerk bolt upright. He felt severely dizzy, grasped the bed . . . and suddenly realized he was in the infirmary.

Everything but the gunmetal grey floor was white and pale powder blue—the walls, the beds, the supply cabinets, and the trio of medical robots that leaned over several sleeping patients. They looked like overgrown versions of the stalking mantises Ryke had seen on Cushing years ago. And that awful antiseptic smell nearly gagged him.

A tired-looking, wrinkled doctor came to his side. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I want to break something,” Ryke growled. He reached for his comm. “Don’t let them get away! Lock down the docking facilities! Alert the police station tugs to be on the lookout—”

“Sir,” Cotes said, touching his arm. “They’re already gone.”

“What?”

“You’ve been out for nearly three hours.”

Ryke stared at him, eyes wide, so mad he couldn’t form words.

“I sent word to our ships in the area, but they had already lost Natalia Zoja as she headed for the touch tract.”

Ryke’s mouth opened and closed a few times. Still no words came. Finally, he dragged out a few icy ones. “How did they escape?”

“Ah—apparently they met up with several other outbound freighters.” Cotes shrugged apologetically. “By the time our ship caught up, they had all dispersed, and we had no idea which drive signature was theirs. We picked two vessels to chase down, but they were the wrong ones.”

“And the others?”

“All made transit through the sundoors to Prächtig, Arapaho, and Oportunidad.” He shrugged again. “They could be anywhere by now.”

“I see.” Ryke nodded slowly.

Neither Cotes nor any of the other constables said anything. They nursed their wounds and avoided his gaze.

Ryke knew they were waiting for him to explode at them. Good. It would make them work that much harder. Let them fear it a bit more.

“Then we have work to do,” Ryke said with forced calm. “Find the rest of our men and meet me at our dock. We’ll wait for the ship there. Put out a notice on the Reach to all Kesek units. Issue the warrant for the arrest of Baden Haczyk, Simon Haczyk, Gail Salpare, and the entire crew of Natalia Zoja. Make sure to specify that we want the ship intact.”

“And the other man? The one who . . .” Cotes paused.

“Who what? Humiliated us?”

Cotes nodded glumly.

Ryke scowled. “Post a notice for him: dead or alive. Preferably alive, but I’ll certainly understand if he is gunned down resisting arrest.”


CHAPTER 5


October 2602
Earth Star System
Earth, North America, Wyoming

A pair of chittering prairie dogs scattered at his approach. Cadet Alec Verge’s wide foot smashed into the dusty Wyoming plain, his battle armor rattling fiercely. The prairie dogs, recovering their bravado, barked indignantly up at the intruder.

Alec, towering three meters over them, chuckled as the optical sensors in his helmet scanned the potential adversaries. Zero threat assessed, it dutifully reported in red type across the bottom of his heads-up display.

Beads of sweat irritated his forehead. He couldn’t do much about that when sealed inside a quarter ton of machinery, weapons, and artificial muscles.

Alec trod swiftly across the brown plains, deftly vaulting over a dried-up creek bed. The 21st Starkweather Lancers Expeditionary Brigade prized this sparsely populated region, this Wyoming, for its wide-open space. They owned several hundred square kilometers of mountain, forest, and plains ranging from the Platte River valley to Bitter Creek near Encampment. Called Blackhall Base, it was their prime combat training range. Alec gazed across the rolling brown hills and the tree-lined creeks slithering between them.

He crested a small ridge and caught sight of the ruins spread out over four square miles before him. The Lancers had built an entire town from foundation to roof, and then used it as a test range for long-range railgun cannons. The resulting ghost town was riven with dead-end alleys, cratered streets, and shattered buildings, the tallest of which were three or four stories high.

Alec shivered at the thought of entering the shadowed streets. What awaited him there this time? It took him a minute or so to suppress his racing heart and march forward.

Alec’s sensors gave him all manner of data—heat readings, communications signals, listening device reports. He merely had to tap his armored fingers against his thumbs to cycle through the displays.

He slipped under a crumbling arch at the southwest corner of the city and advanced as stealthily as his armor would allow.

Twenty paces in, the heat sensors lit up like the sun. Something big was moving six blocks from Alec’s position. The signature burned yellow-orange and created an insect-like silhouette.

“Hexambler,” Alec said, both alarmed and relieved. Hexamblers were the mainstay of the Lancers’ armed robots. They were not overly bright, but they were well armed and surprisingly nimble on their six legs.

Maybe he could get around it without being noticed.

Alec slunk down an alley, avoiding glass shards and other debris, doing his best not to make any sound with his padded boots. He hefted his long Hunsaker 898 railer, a man-portable railgun capable of punching a hole through a building. But it held very few rounds. When facing a hexambler, a Lancer’s armor-piercing railer took precedence over the machine gun strapped to his side or the extendable ExForm lance affixed to his back.

He heard a scuttling sound off to one side, amplified by his suit’s listening devices. He leapt down another alley—just as the building to his left exploded in fire and brick.

Here we go.

Alec fell on his side from the blast, but rolled to his feet to face . . . another hexambler? The second insectoid robot barreled right through the crumbling building, dust and rock falling from its shiny, curved shell of armor.

The first robot Alec had spotted had still not moved.

Decoy!

Alec aimed at the hexambler and fired his railer.

Electromagnets in the long barrel accelerated the ring air-foil to a velocity greater than any machine gun could manage. The loud crraaacckkk accompanying the plasma flash from the end of the barrel was nearly lost in the booming impact as the airfoil slug slammed into one of the robot’s two railers. Memory plastic expanded as the airfoil suddenly doubled in size, shattering the weapon.

The machine eyed Alec with its bright blue optical port and swiveled its rocket launcher in his direction.

Alec leapt skyward, aided by the suit’s muscles. The alley now far below his feet erupted in flame.

The hexambler skittered about and raised its turret, trying to get a good aim.

Alec tucked into a somersault and smashed through a half-broken window on the upper floor of a nearby ruined building. He crashed into an interior wall and staggered to his feet. He checked his railer. Still recharging. Terrific.

In his thermal vision he saw the hexambler in the street below maneuvering for a better shot.

Alec sprinted down an abandoned hall. He made it to a section of the building open to the sky as another explosion ripped through the room he’d just left. The blast battered his armor with wood and bits of wall. Absently, he felt the slight buzz in the railer indicating it was ready to fire again. Alec leapt through the roof—a bit too high, he realized, as he topped out nearly ten meters over the building.

Beneath his feet, Alec could see the robot coming around the near side of the building. As he entered his downward arc he fired another blast from his railer.

The airfoil slammed into the heavy armor just above the last leg on the robot’s right side. The round didn’t sever the leg but it hit with enough force to mash it into the ground, rendering it useless.

The hexambler staggered back, evaluating its latest wound. It tossed a pair of rockets in Alec’s direction. They trailed corkscrews of white smoke as they spiraled toward him. But they had been thrown off target, and Alec dodged them easily.

He landed lightly on the next roof. He needed to fire off another good blast with the railer, but the weapon wasn’t recharged yet. He dropped his railer to the rooftop and wrested his ExForm lance from its holster on his back. With it in his grip, he leapt over the edge of the building, in full view of the robot.

He dropped toward the street, gritting his teeth as the hexambler opened up with its short-range machine gun. The bullets battered his armor, but had almost no chance of penetrating it.

He triggered his lance. A half-meter spike of a nimonic alloy blade emerged from the sheath, its edges electro-chemically sharpened to slice through any armor.

Alec leapt in a practiced arc over the hexambler’s front end and landed heavily atop its carapace. He raised the lance and stabbed it deep into a gap in the armor.

The hexambler immediately bucked and squirmed in an attempt to shake him off, but Alec pressed a trigger that sent a powerful electrical charge surging through the robot’s circuits.

The behemoth shivered and stumbled into wall, nearly throwing him off. Then it slumped to the ground, dead. A prairie dog chittered angrily as it scurried out of the way.

Panting, and his arms quivering from effort, Alec rested his helmeted head against the lance.

A sudden buzz on his comm interrupted his respite. “All clear,” a tinny voice said. “Exercise concluded, Trainee Verge. Good work.”

“Thanks,” Alec said. “I’m headed back to base.”

“Negative, Trainee. You are to debrief with a senior observer. Stand by.”

Alec’s brow furrowed. Senior observer? Great . . . graded before he even got his gun up out of the dust. “Roger, base. I’ll hold.”

He slumped down with a metallic clump on the smoking shell of the hexambler, waiting to hear the telltale footsteps of a Lancer in armor. He punched a disguised latch on the side of his helmet, unsealing the faceplate.

Not five minutes later he spotted the observer approaching down the main boulevard of the training town. He was surprised to see the rank of lieutenant colonel—twin silver stars bound by a gold bar—at the shoulders.

The man’s grey and green armor was less sharp-edged and new than Alec’s. Perhaps it had seen actual battles on many worlds and in the vacuum of space. Alec’s mind spun at the thought. The man’s faceplate was not standard issue. It was a solemn metal mask framing polarized visors. Far more ornate than Alec’s plain, flat-faced mask. The officer’s armor bore command stripes, meaning he was a battlefield commander, and the golden lightning bolt of the 21st Lancers Expeditionary Brigade.

Alec leapt to his feet so quickly he almost slipped backward off the robot. He staggered, clutching his lance in one hand, but attempted a salute.

“At ease, Trainee,” the officer said in a voice tinged with humor. It was a deep voice. A very familiar deep voice. “Your combat simulation went a lot better than that salute, I must say.”

Alec smothered a grin as the officer unsealed his helmet’s faceplate to reveal jet-black hair and a goatee. Lt. Col. James Patrick Verge.

His face was pale, features seemingly hewn from permacrete, harder than those of Alec’s decidedly darker complexion. Alec was glad they shared the piercing blue eyes and the jet-black hair, though.

“You did good on that run, son,” his father said.

“Sir, thank you, sir,” Alec said proudly. He stood at attention, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

“At ease, Alec. We can dispense with regulations out here for a bit.”

As Alec relaxed, his dad walked over to the deactivated robot. “Didn’t give you too much trouble?”

“No, but that decoy was a nice trick.” Alec grimaced at the memory. “I suppose in real combat I’d have gotten burned.”

“That all depends on your focus,” his dad replied, nudging the slumped hexambler. “During that whole exercise, you kept most of your attention forward. Yes, you checked your periphery, but you didn’t utilize your scanners as much as you should have.”

Alec blushed. So much for his grade.

“And you dropped your railer.”

“But it w—”

His dad held up a hand. “Yes, I know it was recharging. And you knew there was no one around to grab it. But what’s wrong with that line of thought?”

Alec reached to scratch the back of his neck before realizing he couldn’t. The itch would have to wait. “Because in a real battle situation, there might be someone else around.”

“Exactly. Now, don’t take it too harshly, son, we’ve all made the same mistake. The single encounter scenario you just went through is highly uncommon and, in my opinion, oversimplified. For one thing, this monster was one of our own homegrown designs . . . You know it too well. Can you imagine facing a Tiu combat robot?”

Alec shuddered at the thought. “Theirs are more advanced than ours, my instructors say.”

“They certainly terrorized our people during the Eviction Wars,” his dad said.

“So why not train us on some of the captured models?” Alec asked, jerking his lance out of the downed robot and sliding down its side. He dropped next to his father, dust shimmering as it fell from his armor. “It seems ridiculous to let us get this far without facing the real thing.”

“Oh, don’t worry, your instructors will have that waiting for you. I can say from personal experience.” He smiled. “Don’t be too eager.”

Alec grinned broadly. “Thanks, Father. But I think I am eager and ready, all the same.”

Before they could say anything else, a low whine at the edge of Alec’s hearing grew louder. Glancing down the main street, Alec saw a white speck coming their way. Not from Blackhall Base, but from the east.

He donned his helmet without being asked. “More training, Dad?”

“No, Alec. This isn’t on my agenda.”

Alec leapt up to the rooftop to retrieve his railer. From his vantage point he had a clear shot at the vehicle approaching. It wasn’t a battle robot. It was an atmospheric cutter, a hypersonic transport. Someone was coming to see them.

The cutter bore royal insignia, Alec noticed as the bright white transport pulled to a stop and opened its egress hatch.

A courier robot—all wheels and servos—rolled down the ramp and wheeled directly to Father. He heard it inform him that he was summoned immediately to the presence of His Majesty, Andrew Justice Douglas Markham, King Andrew II of the Realm of Five, at the royal palace in New Cyrene.

Alec was not altogether surprised. After all, the king was the supreme commander in chief of the Realm’s combined military forces. But usually His Majesty was more interested in conversing with his generals than his lieutenant colonels. Still, his father’s autonomy as the commander of a Lancers brigade put him outside the normal chain of command.

“I must take a moment to notify my wife,” his dad told the robot. “She’s expecting us for a family dinner.”

“Professor Verge has already been notified by royal channels,” the robot said in its grating voice.

“Ah.” His father’s mood cooled, Alec thought. “I see. By whose order, I wonder?”

“Commissioner E. H. Gironde, Royal Stability Force.”

“Indeed. Then I see no reason to dally further.” He turned and waved to Alec. “Come on, son.”

Alec vaulted over to him, his armored frame sending a tremor through the ground as he landed beside his dad. The robot held out its gangly metal arms in alarm, as if to balance its weight. “Father? Is it appropriate for me to come to the palace?”

“No more appropriate than the commissioner of Kesek calling your mother and informing her of personal matters between myself and the king,” he said, spearing the robot with a hard look.

Alec found himself holding in a chuckle. If anyone could make a machine seem uncomfortable, it was his father.

“Then lead on, Colonel,” Alec said, saluting sharply this time.

•   •   •

The white craft soared gracefully into the air, gaining altitude as it sped east over North America. Alec watched the clouds and landscape hurtle by far below as the cutter gained speed. They reached the Atlantic Ocean in a matter of a half hour. Alec barely had time to change out of his armor and into a spare jumpsuit before they were braking in descent into the darkened North African coast.

Craning his neck—and only barely restraining the childish urge to press his nose to the glass—Alec looked for the palace, gazing down at the shimmering Mediterranean and the curving coastline. His diligence was soon rewarded.

The sprawling city of New Cyrene crept into view, nestled between low hills. At the outskirts of the city lay the palace grounds, a huge complex sprawling over two square kilometers. At its center was the palace itself, shining like pile of jewels—a broad, white 100-story cylinder topped by a shining silver and marble dome. The palace spire was flanked by four smaller buildings, each tipped with domes and spires.

The complex was surrounded by lush gardens stocked with all manner of North African and Middle-Eastern flora and fauna, clashing green trees and rainbows of flowers. The gardens were sprinkled with dozens of squat white outbuildings and enclosed by a thick stone wall reinforced with armor and punctuated at regular intervals by guard posts.

Father had been here twice before, but never had Alec been allowed to accompany him. Fortunately, he knew how to behave himself at court. As one of the sponsored families kept on Earth as representatives of the other four worlds of the Realm, he had been brought up around individuals of high rank. And, of course, his mother’s family connections had helped to familiarize him with the royal ways.

He tugged nervously at his tan cadet’s uniform, checked his boots for scuffmarks, and straightened his uniform again.

His dad, sitting next to him, just smiled. “Easy, Alec. His Highness will not be basing his assessment of your character on your attire.”

“Sorry, Father,” Alec said. “I’m just anxious.”

“So am I.” His dad peered out the porthole as the cutter dropped to the brightly lit landing circles. “But I never let it show.”

The transport settled on the pad and the egress hatch opened. Alec followed his dad down the ramp and into the hot African night.

They were met on the tarmac by two royal guards in gold and black armor and long purple capes. Without a word they led the way to a small, open-air groundcar and driver. The groundcar whisked the group down the main boulevard of the palace grounds, up to and through the massive barrier gate, and inside the gilded walls.

Alec breathed deeply the wondrous scents of lush greenery and cool evening air as the car motored silently toward the palace tower. He couldn’t believe the height of the main spire. Or the quiet of the palace enclosure. It was an entire world unto itself.

•   •   •

His Majesty Andrew Justice Markham Douglas, King Andrew II, Sovereign of the Realm of Five, smiled and nodded from atop his throne.

King Andrew was tall and handsome and had skin that reminded Alec of rich farming soil. His face was a study in contrasts. Its hard features screamed nobility, but his warm eyes instantly put Alec at ease. He wore his long purple robe over a simply cut but elegant tan suit. The royal crest of the gold bear was emblazoned across the fringe of the robe. His only other adornment was the thin silver crown encircling his head, plain but for five small emeralds, one for each of the worlds of the Realm.

His tall, regal frame rested in a simple throne of ebony wood inlaid with silver filigree. It, in turn, sat atop a pedestal wide enough to accommodate a half dozen people before the throne. Fifteen steps of brilliant white marble led to the polished sandstone floor. The arms of the chair served dual purposes of comfort and function. Each arm was covered in a purple satin sheath, and a smattering of buttons decorated the handhold.

Long curtains cascaded from the ceiling, forming a frame around the king. Each curtain was midnight black and sprinkled with tiny white stars. They glittered in the waning sunlight that poured in through the wide rectangular windows lining nearly the entire circumference of the circular throne room.

“Welcome, gentlemen,” the king said in his deep baritone. “Be at ease.”

Father and son relaxed from attention, clasping their gloves behind their backs. “Thank you, my lord. It is an honor to be summoned to stand in your presence,” his father said somberly.

“James,” the king said, “you have brought an unexpected guest.”

His father beckoned to Alec. “My son: Cadet Trainee Alec Verge, Lancers Corps.”

Alec inhaled sharply and whipped off what he hoped was his most precise salute. “Your Royal Highness,” he said, his voice sounding much more certain than he felt.

“Welcome, young man. I see my cousin’s son is much like his mother in his poise and yet has his father’s strength in words.” King Andrew raised a hand. “Please, approach.”

Alec and his father crossed to the base of the steps leading to the throne. As they neared, Alec noticed a man lingering in the shadows of the tapestries beside the throne. Odd, since the rest of the Royal Hall was empty.

King Andrew beckoned to the man. “Colonel, of course you know my advisor, Commissioner Gironde?”

The tall, well-tanned man who emerged from the shadows seemed to exude no importance. He had grey hair and was dressed in a matching plain grey suit rather than the traditional Kesek uniform. But this could only be Commissioner E. H. Gironde, commander of Kesek, the Royal Stability Force.

Gironde looked at him and Alec shivered under the examination of that cold, dark-eyed stare. The thin smile seemed to emphasize the notoriously calculating nature of the chief of Kesek.

“Commissioner,” his dad managed in a polite tone.

“Colonel Verge,” Gironde said. To Alec, the reply seemed almost oily. “We have a most important task for you and your men.”

“Excellent,” his dad said. “I’m sure my brigade will fulfill whatever orders His Majesty will give us.”

Alec noticed how his dad had emphasized the king’s title—and authority. Who is this we to be ordering the Lancers around?

Gironde’s face soured as if he’d eaten something moldy. The dart had apparently landed as his dad had aimed it.

King Andrew either did not notice or chose to ignore the brief exchange. He tapped a control on the arm of his gilded throne.

Slabs of marble below his dais split, trundling aside as a holographic projector five meters across slowly rose from beneath the floor. It clanged into place, the noise echoing in the empty hall. The ambient light in the room dimmed and, with a flash of light, a spherical representation of the stars of the Realm of Five burst into view.

He clicked another button, and five of pinpoints—one beside each star—blazed gold. Earth, Rozsada, Starkweather, Muhterem, and Tiaozhan—the Five. Alec’s heart ached at the sight of Starkweather, the world of his birth. Though he’d lived the bulk of his life on Earth and considered it home, he would always belong to Starkweather.

The king pressed a button and a sixth light blazed red at the edge of the map. White lines traced a route from Earth through two other star systems to this point.

“Bethel,” King Andrew said. “On the tail end of the main trade routes through the Five. Yet only three shifts from Earth, going through Second Harbor. I’m told it is a temperate world that needed little terraforming when it was settled, back in the early days of expansion. Do you know of it, James?”

“Vaguely,” Father replied. He took a few steps closer to the hologram. Alec followed, gazing at the stars. “If memory serves, Bethel trades mostly in arts and crafts. Landscape paintings and pottery and such. As well as a brand of duck meat that is highly regarded, even here on Earth. From what I’ve heard, they’re moderately successful.”

“Correct. Do you know anything of the people?”

“Hmm.” His dad rocked on his heels. “Well, mainly religious folk of some sort, I believe. Living in a few small towns scattered across the main continent and adjacent islands. Only one city to speak of, I believe.”

King Andrew nodded. “A fair assessment. Specifically, James, the people of Bethel are Christians. And of a particularly devoted sort.”

Alec cast a wary glance at Gironde. Sure enough, the commissioner’s jaw tightened slightly. Alec felt his stomach turn sour. Now he had a much better inclination as to where this conversation was going.

His father must have too. “Is there some matter of . . . ah . . . doctrinal conflict with the Charter of Religious Tolerance? Is that why you have called us here, Your Majesty?”

“The populace of Bethel has been warned of its trespasses on prior occasions, but that is not the situation at hand.” King Andrew glanced sideways at Gironde, who gave a slight nod. “This is a case of clear rebellion.”

“I see.” His father’s tone betrayed surprise.

“The Bethelites have forsaken their oath to the Crown,” the king said, “and have now set up their own planetary leadership independent of the Realm’s authority. They have also seized a passing interstellar merchant vessel and are converting it to military use. You understand the gravity of the situation?”

Alec found himself unable to stay silent. “Excuse me, Your Highness, but an armed raider with its own Raszewski generator could terrorize many lesser-inhabited star systems.”

Three pairs of eyes locked on him. “Well put, Cadet Trainee,” King Andrew said. “You see the dilemma plainly.”

Alec’s chest swelled until he thought it would rip apart. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his dad wink at him.

“James,” the king said, “your expedition will secure the planet and the leaders of this insurrection with all possible haste. Commodore Ayla Gultasli is gathering a task force at Trebizond Base as we speak. You will command the ground elements, with Major Branko Mazur as your second.”

Alec smothered a grin. Mazur led one of the elite cohorts of the Rozsade Ninth Fusilier Legion—the “Berdysz” or “Battle Axe” Brigade. Many regarded him as an impossible man to work with. No one could debate his tenacity and fearlessness, nor his penchant for emerging from any dangerous situation on top.

Father had served with him before, and had even invited Mazur to the Verge estate on occasion. Alec had been thoroughly amused by the bellicose Mazur’s rollicking tales and loved the grudging respect and camaraderie the man shared with his father.

“Am I free then to make other arrangements for my command as I see fit, Your Highness?” his dad asked the king.

“Of course.” King Andrew waved his hand dismissively. “Major Mazur has been notified by courier craft of this mission. He will have his transports ready by the time you rendezvous at Second Harbor.”

“Then my men will be traveling aboard Starkweather ships?”

“Yes, your homeworld’s sponsor fleet.”

“Excellent.”

Alec glanced at the map again and noticed an insignia shining next to Bethel’s star. It was a double-headed white hawk on a black shield set against a red banner. The symbol of Rozsada.

His father must have noticed it too, because he commented. “Your Highness, this is a colonial holding of Rozsada. Why is Starkweather involved?”

King Andrew frowned. “Colonel, that is my prerogative, not yours,” he said firmly. “Rozsada has failed in its duty to keep peace on Bethel, so I am giving Starkweather a chance to deal with the matter. There is a possibility of a reassignment of the holding once this venture is complete. Do I need further reason?”

“Of course not, Your Highness,” James answered quickly. He bowed low. “Forgive my question.”

“There is no need to forgive. No offense was taken.” King Andrew paused. “Commissioner?”

Gironde stepped forward, smiling. “Yes, Your Highness?”

“Please leave us. I wish to speak to the colonel alone.”

Alec nearly chuckled as he watched the smile slide right off Gironde’s face.

“Your Highness, I would suggest—”

King Andrew’s placid face took on steely resolve. “Alone, Commissioner.”

Gironde bowed stiffly. When he replied, it was in a cool, dangerous tone. “As you wish.” With a last scowl at the Verge men, he slipped through a side door.

Alec saw his father shake his head as the commissioner disappeared through the door.

King Andrew rose from his throne—a bit shakily, Alec noticed—and walked carefully down to his visitors. “The commissioner can be a stubborn, suspicious fellow. But he serves me well and keeps my Realm secure.”

Alec’s father hesitated. “Your Highness, Gironde uses Kesek as a tool to oppress the people. You must know that.”

“No . . . no, it is not so.” The king sounded unsure of his words, and Alec was dismayed by the momentary confusion he saw in the man’s eyes.

“Pardon me for saying so, Your Highness, but if I did not know better, I would say you are afraid of Kesek. I have watched your decisions of late and seen them become less egalitarian and humane and more . . . friendly to those who would want to restrict freedoms.”

“You mean Kesek, of course?”

“My King, Kesek is supposed to be your Royal Stability Force. Remember that you are the ruler of this Realm. The Congress worlds have pledged their loyalty to you.”

King Andrew’s gaze took on a faraway look, and Alec wondered what burdens this man carried as the ruler of so many billions.

“There was a time,” the king said softly. “Yes, there was a time it was true. But now . . . Now there are so many clamoring for power. For the throne . . .”

Suddenly his demeanor changed, and he seemed himself. “Now, James, enough of that talk.” He seemed almost cheerful as he turned his attention to Alec. “Tell me, lad: how is my cousin?”

“Mother is well, Your Highness,” Alec said. “Thoroughly engrossed in her research. She speaks of you often.”

His father laughed. “Usually when criticizing the Realm’s new policies of information control.”

King Andrew laughed. “Tara can be strong willed, but that is to the benefit of all. Deep down, she knows our controls are for the better of the Realm.”

Alec remembered his mother’s passion, and decided he was not so sure.

“I knew she would make you a good wife, and you a good husband for her. Now,” the king said, smiling at Alec, “I see your son is becoming a fine young man.”

Heat burned Alec’s cheeks.

“I’m very proud of him, Your Highness.”

“Of course! And what of your daughters?”

“Bridget and Julianna are both enjoying school,” Father answered. “Of course, Julianna’s chief concern is how far she can go on a wilderness hike before having to do her math homework.”

The king chuckled. “And Bridget?”

“If Tara and I can get her away from her studies for a family outing, we consider ourselves lucky.”

King Andrew laughed again. “A family is a wonderful thing. My wife and our boys are a constant source of joy for me.” He gestured to the wide windows. “Come.”

Alec followed his dad and the king over to the windows. Through it, he saw a spectacular view of the dusk-shrouded coastline and the deep, dark sea. Alec leaned near the glass, content to stare in wonder forever. Earth’s diverse beauty tugged at his heart. He found it marvelous that, only a few hours before, he had been on cold, dry plains—and now here he stood, beholding a Mediterranean paradise.

“Your mission, James.” The king was staring out the window too. “Is there any . . . special need you require?”

Alec saw his dad open his mouth then stop, apparently considering his words. “Anything I may need, Commodore Gultasli can likely provide,” he said. “Or at least, give me leeway to seek.”

“Good. Yes, I will give my permission to her.” The king looked at him again. “Anything else?”

“Highness, there is one man who I value above most others, and this mission seems the opportune time to return him to good graces.”

“Go on.”

“I request a prisoner’s pardon.”

King Andrew looked at him in surprise. “Oh? For whom?”

“One of my soldiers. At least . . . he was.”

The king rested a hand on the windowsill. “What was his crime?”

“He was involved in a bar fight, defending a woman, Your Highness. But he used . . . unnecessary force in quelling her adversaries.” He frowned. “I don’t approve of what he did, of course, and I enforced his commander’s order for dropping him in rank and removing him from his company.”

The king nodded. “I see. And yet, you feel he can be redeemed?”

“Yes, my lord.” He bowed his head. “He . . . has served me better than any man, and he has saved my own life on more than one occasion. I wish to give him another chance. His sentence is up in three weeks, anyway. Let me take him with me to Bethel now.”

King Andrew walked away from him, hands clasped behind his back. Alec knew his dad was struggling to be patient as the king mulled the plea.

“Very well,” the king finally said. “I will order his release.”

•   •   •

Alec and James returned to Wyoming in time for dessert.

The royal cutter dropped them at the private landing field on the Verge estate. Their property spanned three hundred acres outside of the town of Jackson. It was a short walk from the field up a grassy hillside to the imposing stone and wood mansion nestled in a crowd of aspens and firs. It had five floors, a dozen bedrooms, recreation courts, training facilities, gourmet kitchen, and a full staff to run its operations. To the locals, it was a symbol of Starkweather power on Earth.

To Alec, it was simply home.

They entered through the garden door into the greenhouse and from there into the dining hall. Jared, the chief steward, was already supervising the cleanup of dinnerware from the long, vault-ceilinged dining hall.

“Colonel!” he said, his bushy white eyebrows lifting. “And young master! It is good to see you back so soon.”

“Hello, Jared.” Alec gave him a friendly slap on the shoulder, a shoulder he’d ridden on more than once over the years while his dad had been off on one mission or another. “Where is everyone?”

“In the family room. Your mother asked for dessert to be served there, and your uncle insisted on serving it,” Jared said with a playful smile.

Father chuckled. “That sounds like my baby brother. Come on, Alec.”

Taking a left down a wide hallway lined with family portraits, they descended a black metal and mahogany spiral staircase to the family room on the ground floor. The Starkweather flag hung majestically over their heads. Alec craned his neck for a look, reflexively saluting the blue ring of eight white stars split by a red bar and bordered by black.

A man’s voice drifted up the stairs. “Jonathan, play us a lively tune! This conversation is stifling.” Alec recognized the voice as belonging to his Uncle Connor, Father’s younger brother.

Father chose that moment to go through the doorway. “All I ask is to come home to a house devoid of whining. Instead I find this. Greetings, all!”

The five people in the room burst forward, passing greetings and hugs. They were all seated on a pair of couches and scattered seats before a crackling fire in the sprawling stone hearth. The dancing flames cast flickering light about the dim room. It was a cozy space, with old wood beams holding the low ceiling aloft.

Alec grinned at the sight of the family gathering: his mother, Professor Tara Douglas-Verge; his two younger sisters, Julianna and Bridget; Alec’s uncle and Tara’s brother, Major Jonathan Douglas; James’s brother, Lieutenant Connor Verge and his sister, Commander Colleen Verge. Their reflections rippled across the dark windows lining the outer two walls.

Alec saw no point in resisting a hug from his mother, who grabbed him and grinned broadly beneath dark eyes. It was like looking at a feminine version of the king himself, albeit much prettier. “Alec! How are you? How was the palace?”

“Wonderful, Mother,” Alec said, trying to downplay his lingering excitement. “He was quite nice to both of us.”

Father seized her in a hug from behind. “And I told him you were a terrible pest,” he said, kissing her below her ear. “Good evening, dear.”

“You.” Mother teased but did not push him away. She shook her head. “Alec, you had best not follow your father’s example of bad manners.”

“Yes, follow mine instead!”

Lieutenant Connor Verge—Uncle Connor—was in his early thirties. The lanky fighter pilot with blazing red hair was a head taller than nearly all the rest of the family—and most of his comrades. He was a giant. Yet his hazel eyes were keen. They were well trained for two things: chasing Tiu fighters through some far-flung world’s skies and noticing smooth curves—whether belonging to a fast endo-exo atmospheric fighter or a member of the opposite gender.

Connor grabbed Alec’s hand and shook it until Alec thought it would rip from his wrist. But he was more worried Uncle Connor might drop the tray of tiramisu in sparkling glasses he balanced in the other hand. “Good to see you, lad! Don’t you look the warrior in that strapping suit! I bet you have to have personal security to keep all the lady-folk away.”

Alec blushed. His plain cadet’s jumpsuit was nothing compared to Connor’s uniform. It was dark brown and of a utilitarian cut. A pin of gold wings flashed in the reflected firelight. “Not yet, Uncle Connor.”

“Now, don’t be modest,” Connor teased. “Sis here says you are an absolute lady-killer. Isn’t that right, Coll?”

“What I said to you, Connor,” came the graceful reply, “was that you are killing your brain cells one by one every time you treat a woman like a grilled steak.”

Commander Colleen Verge was tall and red-haired like her brother, but the similarity ended there. She was in her mid-thirties and walked with a practiced step that exuded confidence, strength, and grace. She was clad in a tan utility jumpsuit. The white collar and sleeves signified her command of a starship. She also wore the black and silver captain’s star on her collar. Her blue eyes sparkled with humor. “You really are boorish, Connor.”

Connor rolled his eyes and threw an arm around Alec. “Your aunt is right, you know,” he said in an exaggerated whisper.

Alec laughed.

Father interposed himself and shook Connor’s hand. “Good to see you, son. How goes the wing?”

“The Gold Beasts fighter wing will fare as well as can be expected without me around.” Connor grinned. “But I hear there’s a chance to take all of us, Coyote Squadron included, into action.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, indeed. Bethel, dear brother.”

Alec’s jaw dropped. “You’ve been called up too?”

“As have I,” Colleen said. “I take it the king did not tell you.”

“No, he did not.” Father frowned.

“It isn’t that unusual, James,” Connor said. “You know how Starkweather likes its families to wield their power all at once,” Connor said. “Besides, with all of us around, the mission is bound to be a success!”

More laughter.

“And with me by your side, James, there is absolutely no chance of failure.” Major Jonathan Douglas shared the same Douglas family features as Alec’s mother and their cousin, the king, but he had a narrow face and kept his black hair trimmed close to his scalp. He wore the same green Lancer’s uniform as James, except there was only the single star of a major pinned to his shoulder. He held a battered guitar in his right hand.

“Jonathan, I thought I told you to make with the music,” Connor said.

“You didn’t say please.” Jonathan strummed a chord. “But I won’t be insulted.”

Alec excused himself from the adults and exchanged hugs with his sisters, Julianna and Bridget. Julianna had Father’s complexion and reddish-brown hair. Her younger sister, Bridget, looked more like her mother. “Did you hear Bridgie’s boring recitation?” Julianna said with a snort. “Mother was so proud.”

“Sorry I missed it,” Alec said.

“It wasn’t boring!” Bridget said in her softer voice. Alec winced at her defensiveness. “Mother thinks it’s important for us to know why we have had to live here for ten years instead of on the homeworld. She says it’s very important for the families of Starkweather and the Realm.”

Julianna rolled her eyes. “Yes, but knowing that won’t help me pass advanced quantum mathematics, will it?”

Alec put an arm around Bridget. “I’m sure you did great.”

“Thanks, Alec.” Bridget stuck her tongue out at Julianna.

“Oh, fine, take her side, as usual,” Julianna said.

“You just make sure I don’t get the itch for hoop-strike,” Alec warned, poking a finger at her. “I won’t let us tie like last time.”

Julianna smiled back. “I have been practicing.”

“You’ll need it.”

The family settled down on couches and chairs before the hearth. Alec opted to lounge on the floor, ankles crossed, head rested against the silky-soft Corazon leather couch. Heavenly, especially compared to the barracks.

Mother and Father were curled up in one corner of a couch, both picking at their tiramisu with long spoons. “When do you leave for Bethel?” Mother asked.

“In a couple of days,” James said. “The task force ships are already crewed. It’s just a matter of recalling my men to the transports.”

“And how long will you be gone this time?”

“Oh, a few weeks, I should say.” Father waved his spoon dismissively. “These rebels, if they can even be called that, won’t have much to say when an entire armored expeditionary brigade drops onto their doorstep.”

“A few weeks,” Mother murmured. “So I get to send you love letters that Kesek opens with its slimy tentacles.”

“Mother,” Alec said, “if everyone complained about Kesek tapping Marktel’s message ferries as much as you do, we wouldn’t be able to send commnotes from system to system. Too bad no one’s figured out how to send signals faster than light.”

“Not possible!” Julianna chimed in. She wiped chocolate from her lip. “The physics don’t work. You can send a commnote to a message ferry, the ferry tract shifts to the next system, and the message gets transmitted on. You do that, or get your own starship.”

Mother scowled. “You are far too bright for your own good.”

“Wonder whose fault that is,” Connor said, mouth full of tiramisu.

“I swear on my seat as an alternate to the twenty-one Representatives of the Congress of Worlds that I—”

“And she does swear! I’ve heard her!” Connor said with mock horror.

Bridget burst into giggles.

“—that I will remain opposed to Kesek’s totalitarian policies and infringement of basic citizens’ rights.” Mother’s eyes flashed. “They have far too much power. Who knows how much knowledge and literature we have lost because of their control. If you knew your history, Connor, you’d know that it has all happened before, and never for the better.”

“Mother! Please!” Julianna begged. “This is supposed to be a holiday from school! You and Bridgie are as bad as tutors!”

“No more business talk, please,” Colleen said. “I’ll have enough to think about when I return to the ship this evening.”

Alec’s ears perked up at the mention of his aunt’s command. The HMS Herald was a 250-meter battle corvette build for speed and combat. “When can I take a tour?”

“Perhaps when you return,” Colleen said. “I would pray that you keep up with your studies, though, so I do not have to bring a delinquent student aboard.”

“Praying won’t help his grades much.” Uncle Jonathan strummed his guitar, fingers moving gently across the strings. “Here’s a favorite melody.”

Alec remembered the tune. It was a country melody his uncle had played at nearly every family gathering.

“You should give up that church business, Colleen,” Jonathan said. “It’s no more than a pretty mark on your résumé, anyway. Besides, you’re too smart for it.”

“We’re all members of the Union Synoptic Church, Jonathan,” Colleen said. “It is the easiest way of keeping Kesek off our backs.”

“Ah, nothing like weak spirituality as regulated by the secret police,” Jonathan said wryly. “They’re out of tune with the rest of us. One day they’ll figure that out.”

Colleen frowned, but Father changed the subject. “We’ll be leaving tomorrow, Jonathan, so I expect you’ll have your battalion well prepared.”

“Oh, as always, Colonel.” Jonathan hummed a few bars before continuing. “I can’t let you run off without your second-in-command, now can I?”

“Hardly.” Father tapped his foot. “And, speaking of assignments, there is something that needs discussing. Alec?”

“Yes, Father?”

“I want you to come with me to Bethel.”

Jonathan’s strumming ended abruptly. Alec stared wide-eyed for a moment, waiting for what he thought would be the punch line to a cruel joke. But Father just smiled at him.

“Are you. . . ? Is this real?”

Father chuckled. “As real as ever.” He nudged Mother. “Don’t you think?”

“You’re third year, Alec,” Mother said. “That’s the year, typically, when a cadet can go on a limited deployment.” She frowned. “But I’m not sure I like the idea of sending cadets off with a unit that may see combat, especially when that cadet is my only son. He’s only seventeen, James.”

“Now, don’t fret, dear sister,” Jonathan said as he resumed playing. “It’s a minor rebellion on a minor planet.”

Alec’s head spun. “This is fantastic! I expected to apply for third-year deployment. But with the 21st—that is an honor.”

“I take it you’re accepting,” Father said.

Alec grinned. “Of course!”

“That’s it!” Connor rang his spoon against the empty tiramisu glass. The chime cut across Jonathan’s folk tune. “Another Verge joins the ranks of our adventuresome corps! Just take my word, lad, and steer clear of those Navy officers.”

They all laughed.

Alec’s chuckles subsided as he realized it would be a long time before they all gathered like this again. His break from training would be extended for the duration of the Bethel assignment, and it was back to Blackhall Base upon his return. There would not be another family gathering for months. His aunt and uncle came and went with their many deployments and were rarely here at the same time. So for now, he would enjoy their presence.

Mother scraped at the bottom of her dessert glass. “You all had better come back in time to listen to the dry run of the annual summary I must transmit to Starkweather.”

Father tapped his boots against the couch. “Hmm, suddenly it seems that these rebels will be more troublesome than I thought. It may take us longer to return.”

Mother swatted at him with the spoon. “It’s so hard to find good help.”

Father gave her a long kiss. “Try not to irritate the king’s secret police too much in my absence.”

Mother smiled warmly. “I’ll try to be as nice, as usual,” she said sweetly, wrapping an arm in his. “Kesek won’t know what hit them.”

•   •   •

Trebizond Base was a quintet of five asteroids, smooth and grey and roughly equal in size. They were clustered about Lagrange Point Four, balanced in the gravitational embrace between Earth and its sun. Each asteroid was speckled with shipyards. A few of those were full of new warships under construction. To Lieutenant Colonel James Verge, the unfinished hulls looked empty without their Raszewski spheres.

James looked out from the spacious bridge of the flagship, HMS Iron Duke. Though the viewscreens displayed enhanced visual capabilities in all angles, the bridge itself was not on the end or perimeter of the ship. The three-level armored sphere that was the bridge sat deep within the flagship’s hull. It was the nexus of all information flowing in from the strike force—fuel and weapons status, crew rosters, supply shuttle offloading schedules, and troop arrivals.

James stood on the central dais that housed three crew stations in addition to the commodore’s command chair. Arrayed around her chair were the exec’s console and the helm and navigation stations. The dais rose toward the back of the sphere. Weapons and targeting stations ringed the lower level, shrouded in dim lighting, while comm stations, sensor displays, and auxiliary engineering posts ringed the upper.

From the command dais, James could see everything the dozen bridge crew members were doing. He was especially awed by the huge circular main monitor looming ahead of him and, below it, the wide holographic plotting tank in the middle of the tactical displays.

He looked around himself at the main monitor and took in the sight of the convoy with pride.

Of the five asteroids that comprised the station, Trebizond 5 was the least busy this day. So the seven vessels of the Starkweather task force had chosen it as the rendezvous point before embarking for Bethel.

The holographic tank displayed an image of the flagship, the sleek cruiser HMS Iron Duke. He never ceased to get a thrill when gazing at it. The Iron Duke was a kilometer-long warship heavily laden with missiles and cannons, its dark hull glinting blue in the sun.

He turned to gaze through the main viewscreen at his ship’s main escorts: the trio of battle corvettes HMS Herald, Algiers, and Bold. The corvettes were just a quarter the size of Iron Duke, but were more maneuverable and capable of faster acceleration. Their hulls were rounder and more bullet-shaped than the sharp-angled flagship.

These four warships comprised the Seventh Royal Task Force of the Starkweather Navy. They could easily subdue even the largest uprising and would prove more than a match for fleets of roving pirate vessels.

Hovering just beyond them was the HMCV Crossbow, a long, narrow vessel that carried an entire wing of EE-3 Lynx fighters. All four dozen Lynxes—two-man fighter craft meant to secure the airspace of any planet—were nestled in individual berths scattered across the ship’s slender bow. They protruded from the hull like mushrooms from a weathered log.

Spaced between the warships in such a manner as to enjoy maximum protection from them were the two boxy transport ships HMT Randall Keach and El Alamein. Both were almost as large as Iron Duke but slower and not nearly as well armed. They would be home to the ground troops—the 21st Lancers—for the next several weeks.

“Are you enjoying the view, Colonel?”

James turned to the voice. “Ah, Commodore.”

Commodore Ayla Gultasli was not a tall woman, but her stern face and nearly black eyes, coupled with her tightly bound grey hair, lent to her a commanding presence. James saluted smartly, and Gultasli, resplendent in her white and black commodore’s garb, returned the gesture. James commanded the ground troops but Gultasli was commander of all the ships of the task force. Aboard ship, she was the boss.

“At ease and welcome, Colonel,” Gultasli said. Her voice had the same musical quality of an opera singer James had once heard. “I trust your men are well settled?”

“Yes, thank you, ma’am. The transports are quite well equipped for our purposes. My men won’t have much to entertain them en route, but the vehicles need to be checked and rechecked, and there is always battle armor to be cleaned and lances to be sharpened.”

Gultasli laughed easily. “Ah, I do not envy the army life.” She settled into her command chair. Her bank of console screens leapt to life, giving her cursory views of all Iron Duke’s operation systems. She traced the task force officers roster with one hand. “A good collection of officers,” she said. “Hold. Can it be? I have the honor of serving with not one but two of the Verge clan?”

“Yes, it is your pleasure, Commodore,” James said. “And it is actually three. My sister Colleen commands HMS Herald, my brother, Connor, serves with the Gold Beasts fighter wing, and my son Alec is serving as a cadet trainee with my Lancers. I would be delighted to introduce you to my family at some point in our journey.”

“Hmm. Perhaps we will save that for later, Colonel.” Gultasli smiled as she looked at the array of ships displayed on the wide, curving main monitor before her. “For now, we ready our fleet.”

“Commodore, if I may?”

Gultasli looked back to James. “Yes?”

“Why are they sending us to do this?” James said. “This isn’t one of our worlds. I’d barely heard of it before the orders. It’s Rozsada’s turf, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I know this.” Gultasli frowned. “Don’t presume I have not asked the same question of persons more highly ranked and connected than myself. They are as mystified as we. But let me share this much—the king has not put much trust in Rozsada as of late.”

“The king? Or Kesek?” James asked, with a bit more bite to his tone than he would have liked.

“That question remains. The Rozsade government is far too independent for the king’s taste, and Kesek is no fan of the limited tolerance shown there to those who are not members of the Founders Orthodoxy. So there are . . . complicating factors.” Gultasli gave a half smile. “I think we might consider this a test of Starkweather’s loyalty—and Rozsada’s patience, yes?”

James shook his head. “If you say so.”

He couldn’t help but wonder if the Bethelites really posed that much of a threat. He didn’t like the idea of his men cooped up in transports to head into an unknown danger in space controlled by those who were supposed to be allies. At least in a planned battle he knew what was waiting on the other end.

Not knowing filled him with dread.

•   •   •

Back on Earth, in a secured room far from prying eyes, a communications monitor blinked to life. The figure sitting in shadow in the room leaned forward to speak his message. “The task force is departing on schedule. You have their arrival times. Do not fail in your part of our glorious endeavor. The signal is Sacred Red.”

He encrypted the message with the code provided by his collaborators, and then sent it to a drone ship waiting in orbit.

The specialized craft blended in with the other communications drones that piled aboard an automated ferry to Second Harbor. It would then send its coded signal across the system at the speed of light to another drone bound for Xiaoji. The final recipients would, of course, get the message well before the Starkweather task force would arrive.

Back in his secured room, he leaned back and smiled.

It was all in motion now.


CHAPTER 6


October 2602
Serhat Star System

A cluster of lumpy grey asteroids circled around the dim star Serhat, tumbling slowly through space. These were no different from the hundreds of thousands of other asteroids orbiting Serhat. The star itself was a quiet stop on a little-used route across the western edge of the Realm. The combination of remoteness and the many hazards to navigation—the asteroids—made the system a haven for pirates, refugees, and anyone who needed to stay hidden for a while.

People like the crew of Natalia Zoja.

The six-brace was moored to an unregistered refueling station known locally as Morrill, and known elsewhere as . . . nonexistent. That station was built into the side of a modest-sized asteroid—big enough to conceal several ships from curious patrols but not too large so as to attract undue attention. Morrill was a decent place for ships on the run to stop, fill their tanks, and be on their way.

About the only legitimate ships out here were comet miners. Comet miners worked on the system fringes. They scoured the frozen rocks for their water wealth: they extracted it, froze it, and used kilometer-long mag-rails to sling their goods to inner system stations. Morrill and the other stations made profitable use of those goods.

Simon sat alone on the bridge, drumming his fingers on a console and reading from his delver. Notes from his wife, from a few years back when Baden was off at school. His heart ached to look at her again, but even this distant connection to her felt good.

“Simon, if only we could talk together of this joy that has come in to my heart. I know our love is strong, but you can’t begin to realize the other love I am experiencing.”

He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. He hated it. He didn’t want to hear about it. While Hannah lived, he’d tried not to think about her religious convictions. He’d never argued with her, but he’d never encouraged her either. And now it haunted him at every turn.

“I know we can’t talk about it now. But the more I pray, the more God impresses upon me the need for patience and love. He reaches out to you, Simon, and I can only hope you will see him through me.”

The delver went hurtling across the bridge and clattered off the bulkhead.

Simon covered his eyes with one hand, forcing himself to retain his composure. When he heard heavy steps come up behind him and felt the gentle hand on his back, he almost lost his tenuous control.

“Need a moment, Simon?” Renshu’s gruff voice was little more than a whisper.

“No.” Simon rubbed at his face, then looked up at his friend through bleary eyes. He pushed a smile onto his lips. “Just reading.”

Renshu jutted his chin toward the delver, abandoned under a chair. “So I see. Hannah’s commnotes?”

Simon only nodded.

Renshu sighed as he dropped into the navigator’s seat. “You’re carrying a heavy weight, Skipper. But you don’t have to lug it around by yourself.”

“I know.”

“Simon, he’s your son. If you—”

“Renshu, we’ve been through this. I’m not going to dump all my problems on him.”

“She was your wife, Simon, and she died.” Renshu’s tone was gentle but firm. “Now all you have is your son, the only child you two had. Can’t you guys share this?”

Simon turned from his friend. He stared out at the stars and the grey lump of Morrill station off to one side. Hannah would’ve hated this place. He smiled sadly. “I don’t want him to see me weak. You know how I got here, Renshu. My grandmother raised me on her own—my parents were gone. When she died, I was on my own.”

Renshu nodded. “I know. And you were sent away.”

“Not just that, but my entire heritage was stripped away.” Simon shook his head, anger building inside. “They took my name. It was banned, and I was declared Expatriate. My own homeworld disowned my family.” He turned back to Renshu, pinning him in his seat with a determined gaze. “But I built my life back up, cargo by cargo, payment by payment. And, yeah, I had help—especially Hamid.”

“And Hannah.”

All the fire left Simon’s belly. “And Hannah,” he whispered. “Renshu, she was so beautiful. That first time I saw her on the docks . . . It was right after I’d bought this ship from a salvage yard. I swear, I thought my heart would never start beating again.”

Renshu laughed, reaching out to poke his friend playfully in the arm. “She was with us from the start, that’s for sure. Helped us get this old girl up and running, didn’t she? Boy, she was a steady hand on the helm too.”

“Much better than me. We worked so well together. And—” Simon stopped, his throat closing up. He tried again: “She . . . loved me. More than anyone I’d ever known. That feeling was all I wanted, Renshu.”

“I know. Hey . . .” Renshu said, kicking Simon’s boot and forcing him to look up . . . “that’s all your son wants too. It doesn’t matter if you look weak. Who cares? You want to lose Baden too?”

The mention of Baden made Simon think of the Bible. “If he doesn’t get rid of that book . . .”

“I’m not talking about the blasted book!” Renshu boomed.

Simon flinched, taken aback by his sudden anger.

“You’ve gotta get rid of that stupid attitude, Captain, and open yourself up to your son before you lose him yourself! Who needs Kesek? You’ll do it long before they catch up with us. If you haven’t already driven him away!”

Simon leveled a finger at Renshu. “You have no right to say that. No right.”

“Garbage,” Renshu spat. “I’m your blasted friend, and I love you like a brother. Who else will say this to you? Simon, you’re hurting. That’s nothing to be embarrassed about. You’re still a man, even more so because of it.”

Simon was silent. The pressure in his chest was almost too much. “I’m sorry,” he muttered, feeling foolish. Again.

“Aw, don’t say it to me,” Renshu said. “Say it to him.”

•   •   •

HMS Interrogator cruised toward the most populous region of the Serhat system. Having accelerated to a modest velocity while shielded by the sun from curious sensors, the battle corvette now slid through the vacuum of space with no drive emissions trailing behind. Its dark hull coating and the lack of official transponder signals and external markings hid its identity from inquiries, both visual and electronic. If any ship had been determined enough to try to raise it by comm, it would have received one response.

Koninklijke stabiliteitskracht.

Kesek.

On the bridge of Interrogator, Detective Chief Inspector Ryke glared at the main viewscreen, which gave him a grand, breathtaking view of the Serhat system. But to Ryke, it looked like a swirling mess of thousands of big rocks, any one of which could conceal a large space vessel. The high metallic content of most of these asteroids played havoc with even the finely tuned scanners of his warship. The inspector was not looking forward to his task.

“If it were any other book I’d not be here,” Ryke grumbled aloud.

The command crew studiously ignored his comments. All seven kept their eyes trained on their instrument panels, heads ducked low in the dim confines of the hemispherical bridge. Ryke stood on the command deck next to the captain’s chair. He placed his hands on the railings surrounding the deck and tried scowling at every crewman in turn. He swept his gaze around the stations arrayed in front of him and to his side. No one noticed.

Interrogator’s captain, Goro Sasaki, likewise ignored Ryke and scanned the crew stations. The short, balding man stood up a bit taller in his violet-trimmed black uniform when Ryke looked his way. “Shall we proceed in, Inspector?”

“Not yet.” Ryke glanced at the image from a scanner sweep of the nearby region of space. Here and there he could see the signals of a few ships, but they blinked in and out as they passed between asteroids. “Has our arrival been noticed?”

Sasaki checked his message board from the comm station. “The local trading posts haven’t sent any greetings.”

“They could be ignoring us, Captain,” Ryke said dryly. “Our appearance is hardly cause for celebration in most locales.”

“True.” Sasaki stiffened. “But my ship is rigged for stealth, Detective Chief Inspector, and I doubt the locals will have an easy time tracking us.”

“Excellent.” Ryke heard familiar footsteps behind him. “Ah, Mister Cotes. Do you bring me good news?”

Cotes’s dour face was back. Without the bandage on his nose it was easier to take him seriously. He nodded. “Sir, the techs have completed their analysis of the samples—”

Ryke raised his hand to stop him. Turning to the captain, he smiled thinly and said “Captain, would you mind giving us some privacy? These are delicate security matters which must be discussed.”

Sasaki half-bowed, muttered something under his breath, and stepped toward his exec’s station.

Ryke gestured for Cotes to continue.

“The analysis of those skin samples we took from your injury is complete. The Realm Identity Network gave no answer on fingerprints and DNA, though we checked three times.”

Ryke growled through gritted teeth. “There had better be much, much more to your report, Cotes, or I will take great pleasure in hurting you.”

“Yes, sir.” Cotes swallowed. “The analysis revealed something strange, though. The structure of the cells is surprisingly resilient, resistant to long-term trauma and possessing a far lesser rate of deterioration than in the average person’s cells.”

Ryke’s eyes widened. He took a single, bold step forward, bringing himself nose to nose with his subordinate. “Repeat,” he said very, very quietly.

Cotes reiterated every word.

For a long while Ryke stared off into the air beyond his second, his mind churning through old Kesek reports and briefings from superiors. “Illuminating, Mister Cotes.” He returned his steely gaze to Cotes’s face. “Anything on the Reach about this man’s face?”

“Security cameras gave us little to go on,” Cotes admitted with an irritated shake of his head. “This man seemed to know how to position himself so as to avoid full facial recognition.”

“Very clever.” Ryke nodded.

“Sir, if I may? This whole incident reminds me of a report that came across my delver from our bureau on Errai some years ago.”

“It does indeed,” Ryke replied, pleased that his subordinate had followed the same line of reasoning. “Though my first thought was Levesque, about two years ago.”

“What about those thefts at Port Kapteyn? About six months ago? Some sort of rare document collection was stolen.”

“Yes. The details of those cases do bear a strong resemblance to this one.” Ryke smiled. He walked over to the command deck railing and grasped it with both hands. “Contact the home office at your earliest opportunity and request the files from any and all cases within the past five years that match this profile. Make sure to have them send along all data pertaining to DNA samples in the first response. I don’t want the budgeting office hounding us about our Marktel transmission expenses again.”

Cotes snapped to attention. “Yes, sir.” He turned and hurried away.

Ryke gestured to Sasaki. “Any indication as to whether our quarry is still here, Captain?”

“At least one ship’s captain confirms he had comm contact with Natalia Zoja yesterday, but no idea if they are still in system.”

“Suggestions?”

Sasaki pondered for a moment. “Flush them out, sir. We release a pair of pickets and dive in at full thrust until we hit the asteroid fields. Our engine flare is easily recognizable as being produced by a military-grade set of engines. Any and all scum inhabiting these rocks will be set running at flank speed.”

Ryke considered this. “It’s worth a try, though I doubt this Haczyk will flee at such an obvious ruse. The past few days’ pursuit has convinced me he is a cautious man, and a cautious man can be a difficult man to find.”

“Inspector, what are your plans for them?” Sasaki asked.

“That is none of your concern at this time, Captain. Though perhaps you may take a cue from our handiwork at Prächtig, hmm?”

“I’ve already destroyed one ship for you, Inspector,” Sasaki said, in a bored tone. “One more won’t be much of a bother.”

“Very well.” Ryke tilted a head to the viewscreen. “Make our presence known, if you please.”

•   •   •

The sensor board at Renshu’s elbow chirped frantically at him. He jumped out of his seat. “I didn’t touch anything!”

Simon pushed him out of the way. “Engine flare. Military. Coming at us hot from the sundoors.”

Renshu’s face paled. “I’ll get back to my engines.”

“You do that.”

As the engineer hustled to the hatch, Simon called him. “Stay calm, though, okay? Don’t panic anyone. And get Baden and Emi up here.”

“Right. I’ve got Cyril and Owen rebuilding one of the rocket engine’s circuits but we’re not gonna need those, I’m guessing.”

Simon shook his head glumly. “No, if this is our Kesek friends, ions are the only drives that will help us out of this mess. Get going.”

•   •   •

Baden was down in the main cargo hold, just completing his double check of the ship’s manifest. Everything was in the right containers and all the contents were verified. He leaned up against the curved fuselage of the fat-bodied barge. He suspected they would need the cargo-carrying shuttle to get around when they got to this Bethel place.

Baden had seen old images on the Reach network of barrels. That was what he was reminded of as he worked inside of the ship’s cargo bay. It didn’t seem near as cavernous with its full spread of overhead lights glaring down from far above his head. “Two boring hours gone,” he said aloud to the empty bay. “Next up: Suhesky maintenance.” He patted the metal hull of the barge and pushed himself off with a grunt. “The party never stops aboard Natalia!”

No one replied to his quip. Baden sighed. Owen was down in the smaller aft cargo bay in the other half of the ship, doing a manifest check there. With Emi recalibrating the cerebral scanner, Gail scouring the Reach news for her mother’s condition, and everyone else on the bridge or at the engines, he was on his own.

Baden dug into a pocket and unsealed a bag. Inside were the slightly squished remnants of a pear—a real, non-rehydrated, freshly-plucked-from-an-actual-tree pear. Baden marveled at it. He’d nabbed it from his plate back at the Freighthound on Puerto Guijarro. There was a fine stash of them in the galley now. He enjoyed a small bite and wiped the juice clumsily from his mouth.

The Suhesky groundcar was nestled in restrictive webbing. The six-wheeled vehicle, painted a burnt orange, was big enough to accommodate several people and a decent amount of cargo. It could slide into the back end of the barge for transport to a planet’s surface. It was also in desperate need of basic maintenance, a task Baden excelled at but despised.

He downed the last bits of his snack and tucked the bag away. He unsealed the groundcar’s engine access panel and dove into his work. As he did, he felt the weight of the Bible in his leg pocket. Hesitating, he slid it from his pocket and flipped it open. He found the place where he’d been reading and rested it on a corner of the open engine compartment. That way he could read it as he worked.

“May I see it?”

Baden yelped at Jason’s sudden, quiet question. His multi-tool clanged on the grating at his feet as he whirled around. “Don’t do that!”

“Apologies, Baden.”

Jason had changed into a nondescript pair of olive drab crew pants like Baden’s pair, and a thin, dark blue sweater far subtler than the blazing orange shirt Baden wore.

Baden tried to calm his racing heart. He retrieved his tool, and then held up the Bible. “You interested in this?”

“Yes. Please.” Jason’s eyes were full of eagerness, that much Baden could tell. “What were you reading?”

“Uh . . .” Baden checked. “The book of a guy named Matthew. This prophet is standing in a boat. Everyone’s scared silly and he’s telling the wind to knock it off.”

As he said it, a vivid image flashed into his mind: frightened men, dirty and dressed in worn clothes, huddle in the old boat. But one of them, a fiery boldness in his eyes, puts his foot on the bow and shouts into the heart of the storm for its stillness, demanding obedience to his command. The clouds retreat, the sky clears, and, with touching sadness and gentleness of tone, he says to his astonished companions, “You of little faith . . .”

Baden gasped and backed away, staggering into the Suhesky.

Jason reached for him. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah. Fine.” Baden’s breaths came in short spasms. He forced himself to inhale deeply. “I just saw . . . There was a boat in a storm . . .”

He looked at Jason, this odd stranger, and felt oddly compelled to tell him what he’d experienced. “I’d seen it before. Even before this, it popped into my head back when I was floating around that wreck at Muhterem,” he said quietly. “Can’t explain it. It’s like . . . like a vid on your delver, you know? Quick images.”

Jason’s eyes were wide. “You saw the Lord in the midst of the storm?”

“Well . . .” That was the prophet he’d seen? “I read it in the book, and then I guess I remembered it.”

“No, you said you saw it at the wreck.”

“So what?” Baden snapped.

“So you had not read the Bible yet.”

Baden opened his mouth, but had no answer. He shrugged, trying to hide his fear at the memory.

“Astonishing.” Jason stared at Baden as if studying him in a new light. “I do not know much of these things, but this may be a sign from God. A message of sorts through you, or for you. There are examples in the Scriptures of the Lord giving individuals dreams, signs, images. But it is hard to tell.”

Baden snickered. “Yeah, it’s a message all right: ‘Baden, you read too much and now you’ve broke your brain.’ ”

Jason didn’t seem affected by Baden’s cynicism. “Please, may I read it?”

Perhaps he was remembering having to extend the Bible to Ryke, but for whatever reason, Baden was loath to let it out of his grasp.

“I promise, I will return it.” Jason extended a hand and smiled. “You have my word.”

Impressed by Jason’s intuition, and still feeling a bit vulnerable after his awkward confession, Baden gave him the Bible. To his relief, he felt no apprehension after the transfer.

It was worth it to him just to see Jason’s reaction. Baden could’ve sworn that this man, whom he’d watched toss three Kesek men about like toys, was about to cry. Baden would have found it silly in anyone else.

“You could not have any idea,” Jason said quietly, “what this means to me. It has been a very long time since I have held one of these. Though thankfully not as long since I have read from God’s Word.”

“Isn’t the whole Bible banned by Kesek?”

Jason opened the book and flipped forward through the pages. “Yes. As is the Talmud, the Qur’an, and any other religious book that gives an exclusive claim. But there are bits and pieces one can find on the Reach, if one looks hard enough.”

“Really?” Baden’s interest was piqued, as he thought he knew what Jason meant. “Doesn’t that mean there’s got to be some more books lying around?”

“That’s a possibility.” Jason suddenly stopped flipping pages. “Yes, here it is. Oh, it is just as I have always been told.”

“What? C’mon, read it.”

“‘All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.’ It’s from the letter of Paul of Tarsus to Timothy, his helper, who was a young leader in the very early church.”

Baden thought about the words. Breathed out. It sure made for an interesting image in his mind. “The written words are from his breath, huh?”

Jason smiled. “And do you know what else was breathed out by God?”

Baden stuck his hands back into the Suhesky’s access panel.

Was that a burnt wire? Blast. “No clue.”

“Our very lives. The psalmists refer to the human life as a mere breath, a vapor.” Jason’s eyes became suddenly sad. “And we never know when that life may be snuffed out.”

Baden couldn’t help but think of the wrecked ship and its crew. Their lives had all been “snuffed out,” all for this book.

Jason thumbed through the remainder of the Bible. His expression grew more intense, and Baden got the distinct impression he was looking for something. Finally Jason looked up at him with that steady gaze. “Did you happen to find anything else in the Bible?”

“What do you mean, something else? Some of those passages are kinda strange . . .”

“No, no. I mean, anything physically in it. Slipped between the pages, perhaps?”

Baden fidgeted in his bunk. The bookmark was in his pants pocket.

“Did you find anything else in the Bible?” Jason’s voice, while still quiet, took on a harder edge.

“No.” Baden wasn’t sure why he felt it necessary to lie to Jason. But he was having difficulty trusting anyone, especially a mysterious man who managed to single-handedly defeat an entire Kesek team and not even have a mark on him after the fact. “You looking for something in particular?”

Jason was silent for a moment. Then he handed the Bible back to Baden. As it touched Baden’s hand, he held on to it briefly. “It may be nothing,” he said carefully. “But if you happen to . . . remember if you found something, please tell me.” He let go.

Baden slid it back into his pants pocket. “Sounds like it may be personal.”

“It is.”

Silence, and stalemate. “Okay, then.” Baden narrowed his eyes. “We can deal with—”

“Hey, Baden!”

Renshu was at the stairs leading down to the cargo hold. He beckoned to the two men. “C’mon,” he shouted down the bay, “your dad needs you on the bridge!”

“What for?” Baden snapped back, annoyed.

“There’s a ship out there. He thinks it might be Kesek.”

Baden dropped the multi-tool and sprinted for the stairs.

•   •   •

Interrogator dove toward the asteroids at full burst. Small merchant vessels blasted out of concealment. First one, then another, and then a third. Interrogator’s sensor crews worked furiously to identify them as they skittered out of range.

“Negative match on all three, Captain,” the sensors lieutenant sang out. “Two are navastels, the third is a six-brace but its drive emissions are all wrong.”
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