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  FIREFLY meets WAGON TRAIN. Space pioneers, frontier worlds, alien societies, war refugees rebuilding their lives, heroes with heart, loving relationships of many flavors, and a scarily clever ruthless enemy.


  Tom is a man of color in a social system where the respectable classes are exclusively white. An interstellar freighter captain who flew refugee ships for the resistance during the galactic war, he is tormented by the memory of a terrible tragedy. Never again will he lose a ship or allow anyone to hurt passengers he’s promised to keep safe. Not ever!


  Nene is a telepathic blue-skinned alien spy embedded in a tyrannical regime that looks likely to reignite the galactic war, and she is dangerously attracted to the haunted human who flies refugee families to start new lives far away.


  Saxe, an elite security executive whose career was damaged when Tom escaped from his custody during the war, is driven by cold hatred and revenge. If the only way to destroy Tom is by destroying the galaxy, then that’s what he’ll do.


  Space is vast, but with a hunter so ruthless and the prospect of war so close, can people of peace ever find a safe place to live?


  In loving memory of a remarkable woman:


  my grandmother, Mary Magdalene Mackin.


  1. Gibson Shipyard, Moon Allegro


  Tom planted his magnetic boots firmly apart on Mary Mackin’s roof and stood tall to defy the first sickening wave of vertigo. Before every long transit, he always stole twenty minutes to stand on the highest point of his ship’s enormous whale-like hull, three hundred meters above the refit dock. It was terrifying, but in the two hundred days to come he would treasure the memory of it.


  Voices murmured in his earpiece: crewmembers completing their final refit-acceptance checks and reporting the results to his first mate, George, who’d worked and eaten and sometimes even slept down in the control room for the past twelve days straight.


  George was Tom’s lifelong friend. He’d been with Mary Mackin from the start, and knew her as well as Tom did. He was every bit as capable of taking her to the stars, and Tom wouldn’t dream of interfering with his work.


  Besides, right now was the last chance he’d get to ride his roof for another year.


  The enormity of space pressed against the atmosphere dome high above. He lifted his face to see it stretching away forever, and the vertigo surged.


  Stars swirled. He closed his eyes and breathed steadily, deliberately, counting, splaying his fingers wide beside his hips to maintain balance until he could crack open his eyelids safely and look ahead again.


  The planet Main was rising over Allegro’s ragged black horizon. To its right, Allegro’s distant sister moon Adagio glowed like frozen milk at dawn.


  And now, to Main’s left, the first burning, blinding-bright golden sliver of sun rose too. Voice, the Tempists called it, but Tom didn’t do religion so the sun worked just fine for him.


  Main’s cities were lit up across its only living continent, the northern landmass of Manti. Dull yellow glints beneath the blanket of night. In contrast, its three and a half dead continents lay dark and ruined even in the flat light of day. Main’s people had mined out their planet a hundred years ago to feed Manti’s huge cities. Still hungry, they’d mined out its two moons. Then they’d moved on outward to mine the binary planets, Major and Minor, and the asteroid belt.


  Vertigo slewed Tom’s brain sideways. He managed to stay upright and keep his breakfast down where it belonged, while the universe tilted slowly back to where it belonged.


  Major and Minor stood out bold and bright in the black space beyond Adagio, halfway between Willerby, Tom’s home world at the far habitable edge of the system, and the Stiletto Nebula smudged like torn lace across Allegro’s horizon.


  Somewhere in that deep pocket of emptiness lived the worst day of his life, still filled with dread after twelve haunted years.


  The screams of eighty-seven terrified people dying in flames filled his mind. His seven crewmembers, all resistance volunteers like him and close as family since the first days of the war, and sixteen actual families of refugees. Thirty-nine men and women and their forty-one children, who’d all trusted him to take them to safety.


  His heart hammered now, as it had then against the broad straps that had pinned him to a surgical operating table beside a blaring radio-link speaker on a Space Fleet destroyer, and forced him to hear those poor people burning alive on his ship because he didn’t possess the information his torturer demanded.


  He’d focused first on the unremarkable features of the man’s impassive pale face, and then on his nametag: Main Security Executive Saxe.


  The screams swelled in great waves. His skin prickled with panicked sweat.


  He breathed in, slowly, all the way; and out, slowly, all the way. In and out, in and out, counting the breaths, until the strapped sensation released him, and the terrified screams faded, and his sweat chilled dry in the cold, still, oil-tanged air of the domed shipyard.


  The binary planets remained locked in their silent dance, as if the universe were still innocent and they hadn’t been involved in a war that had torn the solar system apart and scarred it forever.


  It had ended in a formal truce ten years ago, but the peace was a lie. The old tensions remained strong; tyranny was growing again in Manti, and Tom was still taking families away across the galaxy to start new lives.


  And he would never again lose a ship of people.


  Not ever.


  He felt vibrations through the thick soles of his mag boots before he heard the slow clumping footsteps, and he anticipated his sister’s voice before she spoke.


  “I’ll never understand the attraction of this.” Rain stood beside him.


  “It’s beautiful.”


  “It’s scary as shit, is what it is.” She leaned forward to study his face. “Why do you put yourself through this every time? Is it to beat the vertigo?”


  He shrugged a shoulder. “When you’re out there on transit, stuck in the control room day after day with only banks of instruments and a few cameras for your eyes, don’t you ever wish you could be up here riding the ship like we used to fly Emily?”


  “Hell, no!” Her teeth gleamed. “Emily was fun, but she was just a bird for flitting around this little system. Mary and Sarah are beautiful big beasts for crossing the galaxy.”


  She bumped her shoulder against his, but gently, so as not to mess with his balance. “We had to grow up sometime.”


  Rain’s ship Sarah Elizabeth sat parallel to Mary Mackin in the adjacent refit dock. The two Space Train ships were sisters, designed and built in sections side by side in the Carter Shipyard back on Willerby, constructed in orbit together, then crewed and worked-up in neutral deep space just before Binary bombers blasted the shipyard off the face of the planet.


  They weren’t too much like sisters right now. Apart from their identical shape and huge size, they looked nothing alike. While Mary was reborn all sleek and pristine black from her refit, Sarah was bruised and scorched white from the long return transit she’d just completed.


  Last time they were both here, Mary had been every bit as knocked about as Sarah was now, and next time they were together she would be so once again. Each ship spent half of every year getting into that dreadful state and the other half being restored to nearly new condition. They met up here between transits, and Tom liked to think that if the big ships had eyes, they would roll them at each other in mutual sympathy.


  “Skipper.” George’s voice rose above the routine murmurs in Tom’s earpiece.


  “I hear you.”


  “There’s two Clears wanting to talk with you and Rain. Main Security executives. Has to be right now, they said, so I sent them on up.”


  “Up here to the roof?”


  “They insisted.”


  “You give them mag boots?”


  “Slipped my mind.”


  “You’re a bad man, George Abel.”


  “I do my best.”


  Rain arched a questioning eyebrow.


  Tom nodded at the open airlock deck hatch behind her, where two alarmingly beautiful creatures were climbing out and taking cautious steps toward them.


  He’d seen images of Clears, but had never met one before. He and Rain stared.


  They were stunning, dressed in matching black jumpsuits, sapphire-blue headscarves, and bulky weight-boots that might have been adequate for Allegro’s gravity but were clumsily useless on Mary’s curved hull.


  One male, one female, of equal willowy height, her small breasts the only visible difference between them.


  Their perfect faces were similar, each with a flawless, powder-soft, pale-blue complexion, sharply defined copper-pink lips below a small nose, and wide-spaced eyes beneath fine eyebrows.


  Their delicate beauty appeared to be natural with no sign of cosmetics. And those eyes, those brilliantly bright eyes, had whites like flawless marble and big blue irises so deep they went on forever.


  “Captain Rain Russell and Captain Tom Russell?” The female’s voice was a rich contralto. She spoke Mantra with a pleasing accent.


  Tom blinked and hauled his attention back out from the depths of her eyes.


  “That’s us,” Rain said.


  “I am Executive Nene Sol Vern. My colleague is Executive Teek Jyn Cho. Thank you for seeing us. We appreciate that your time is valuable. Please look at this image.”


  She produced a tablet. “Have you seen this man while you’ve been on Allegro? You might have noticed him in one of your vessels, or around the shipyard, or elsewhere on the moon.”


  The screen showed a head-and-shoulders quarter profile of a fortyish white man with collar-length sandy hair, a trimmed beard, and hazel eyes. He was looking directly at the cam.


  Tom and Rain shook their heads.


  “Please look again and think hard. It’s very important. Are you sure?”


  “Who is he?” Rain asked. “What’s he done?”


  “Richard Bliq. He murdered three people, including his own father. A very dangerous man.”


  “From the Bliq family on Main?” Tom asked. “One of those wealthy families who run the planet? They’re all dangerous, aren’t they?”


  Nene Sol Vern’s calm scrutiny of him was unsettling. He swallowed the unsaid part of his opinion about Main’s ruling elite, sharply aware that on Allegro, he and Rain and their ships were firmly inside Main jurisdiction.


  “Will you circulate his image among your crews?” Cho’s voice was a tone higher than Vern’s. His accent was similar, but it sounded less like a melodic song than hers did.


  They produced their tablets and Vern transferred the image.


  The executives really were freakishly alike.


  Tom and Rain shared the same deep-brown skin, the same dark-brown eyes, the same broad faces with strong cheekbones, and the same cottony black hair, although he kept his clipped stubble-short like his beard while Rain wore hers in long shiny braids. But they were brother and sister. They were supposed to look familiar.


  The two Clears were unrelated, if their names were anything to go by, and so their similarity seemed strange.


  “How many people are in your crews?” Vern asked.


  “Forty.”


  “The same in mine,” Rain confirmed.


  Vern’s elegant eyebrows lifted.


  “A big ship doesn’t necessarily need a big crew,” Tom said.


  “How many passengers do you carry?”


  “It varies. Normally between two and three hundred.”


  “Can we see the passenger list for your forthcoming transit?”


  “I don’t have it yet. When I get it, I’ll send a copy to your office.”


  He wouldn’t.


  “It will be worth getting your crew to search the ship before you leave. We’re offering a substantial reward to anyone who assists in the apprehension of Richard Bliq. Worth searching your small craft too. How many do you have?”


  “Two scouts, six tractors, a crew shuttle, and a stores raft. Plus however many family ships our passengers bring along to use on the new world.”


  “And where is the new world, exactly?”


  Tom offered his best lopsided grin. “Nice try.”


  Vern’s eyes showed a flicker of amusement.


  Cho’s didn’t. “Do you measure your passengers’ ships and their contents by size or mass?”


  “Both,” Tom said.


  “It’s complicated,” Rain added. “There are formulas.” She shot him a brief eat shit smile.


  Cho’s lips compressed, but Vern spoke before he could respond.


  “Thank you for your time, Captains. If you see or hear anything of Richard Bliq, please do contact our nearest office as soon as possible.” Her nod was almost a salute.


  Tom and Rain watched them return carefully to the deck hatch and climb back down.


  “Damn!” George’s voice was suddenly loud in Tom’s earpiece.


  “What?”


  “They haven’t fixed the control room water cooler. We just cleaned and refreshed it and turned it on ready for the trip home, and it’s still as bust as it was when we left it here.”


  Damn. Couldn’t expect people to keep watches in deep space without fresh chilled water. “Too late now to get the yard to fix it. I’ll buy us a new one at home and have our people fit it.”


  George was still grumbling, but Tom tuned him out when Rain spoke.


  “Do you think Security executives are as dangerous as people say?”


  “The old ones were.” He kept his tone neutral. Not even Rain knew exactly how Saxe had murdered his people out there. “Don’t know about these Clears they’re using now.”


  “That’s why they recruited Clears to replace all the Mantini executives after the war—to fix their department’s shitty image.” She lowered her voice. “Are Clears even human?”


  He lowered his, too. “I don’t know.”


  George’s voice lifted again above the murmur of background traffic in Tom’s earpiece.


  “Skipper? You hearing this?”


  “No. What you got?”


  “Yvonne wants us to see something in the systems room.”


  “On my way.”


  Rain linked her arm through his and moved in clunking step with him.


  “You didn’t want to stay up there and enjoy the view?” he asked as they stepped out of their heavy magnetic boots down in the airlock.


  “One strange person in the family is enough.”


  The ship’s corridors were unusually busy. As well as Tom’s people dealing with the last of the refit yard inspectors and preparing for the tugs to tow Mary Mackin out into space, Rain’s people were finding somewhere out from underfoot where they could spend the two-day trip home.


  Sarah Elizabeth had brought Mary’s rested and refreshed crew from Willerby to Allegro twelve days ago, and now Mary would return the favor and take Sarah’s crew back there for their well-earned home leave.


  Yvonne Knock—Space Train’s systems security expert—glanced up when Tom opened the door.


  “Someone tried to access our nav history an hour ago.”


  Tom was first to her side. “Did they get in?”


  “Nope. Cyril protected us.”


  Every ship’s officer wore two or three departmental hats during transits, and Yvonne was no different. In refit handover periods, her personal priority was keeping the computer systems on both ships safe from intruders. She’d written and installed their security software. She called it Cyril. Tom wasn’t sure why.


  “Got us an image.” She tapped the screen. The high-resolution picture of a man’s face filled it. “Anyone know him?”


  No one did.


  “He’s wearing an inspector’s coverall,” George said. “A Gibson employee.”


  “Or someone pretending to be one.” Tom checked the time. “We have two hours before the tugs arrive. George, call Gibson and arrange for Yvonne, Rain, and me to see him before we pull out. Tell him we’re on our way over to his office now, but not why we’re coming. Yvonne, bring that image. Let’s go.”


  ***


  Nene Sol Vern and Teek Jyn Cho, relieved to be safely back down inside the monumental spaceship, returned along its busy corridors to the open brow-hatch through which they had entered the vessel an hour earlier. They met both curious and hostile stares from Space Train and Gibson Shipyard personnel, and responded with practiced equanimity while conducting a silent conversation.


  ~If Bliq isn’t hiding somewhere on this vessel, waiting to leave Main jurisdiction today, I believe he must already be dead or soon will be.


  ~Agreed. This must be his only remaining chance to escape. If the interrogators get their hands on him, he’ll be one interview away from eternity.


  ~I would like to know what they want from him.


  ~His knowledge must be valuable.


  ~Who to?


  ~Quite.


  ~His reported association with the Russell family is interesting.


  ~They are interesting.


  ~Well, one of them certainly is. And he was very interested in you.


  Nene received Teek’s friendly dig with a reciprocal ripple of amusement while nodding to the sentry at the head of the ship’s brow and maintaining her implacable expression.


  ~He’s very…heroic, isn’t he? That cocksure smile was masking and defying his fear of standing up there on the highest point of his ship.


  ~Heroic and tragic. Did you catch the echo of a horror while we were questioning him?


  ~I did. He keeps it sealed, deep down, but somewhere in his past there’s a tragedy.


  ~Heroic and haunted.


  ~Heroic, haunted, and handsome.


  ~Heroic, haunted, handsome, and human. Take care, Nene.


  She acknowledged his wise caution.


  ~But I would like to learn more about the Russell family. Evidently, they have earned the ire of our masters, but Control wasn’t forthcoming on how, when, or why.


  ~Either he doesn’t know, or he doesn’t want us to know.


  ~Which makes them all the more interesting.


  ~Yes.


  ~We’re agreed then? We’ll take a quiet look at the Russell family?


  ~Yes. No need to tell Control what we’re doing, is there?


  ~Let’s not trouble him.


  They strode through the dirty, oily, noisy shipyard to the nearest exit gate in its atmosphere dome, each exploring his and her own thoughts, and climbed into their sleek black Main Security teardrop.


  ***


  Richard Bliq’s days on Allegro had been easier than he’d anticipated. Within an hour of arriving on the moon, he’d made himself invisible with a welder’s mask and gloves stolen from one locker room, a pair of boots from a second, a dark blue coverall from a third, and a grimy oil-smeared thermal outer suit from a fourth.


  There had been no reason why anybody should challenge him—just one more anonymous welder among the hundreds trudging around the sprawling yard or eating in one of its busy canteens.


  But a welder would have been far from invisible inside Mary Mackin during the final hours before she left the moon. To achieve that invisibility, he’d shaved off his hair and beard, wore a white inspector’s coverall and standard black hip satchel, and walked with purpose through the ship’s busy corridors.


  It had worked fine, right up to the moment when he turned a corner and found himself moving in line only three heads behind two Main Security executives.


  He’d turned another corner immediately and taken a nearly vertical metal ladder down a deck. His heart hammered so hard he could barely breathe, and his only thought was to keep heading down, down, down, until he found a place where no one else was.


  The quiet hideaway he ended up in was a dry-smelling canvas storeroom on the ship’s vast, empty, passenger hangar deck, where he sat on a pile of stiff folded awnings and waited for his heart to either kill him or stop thudding.


  Then he made a nest in the heavy canvases, with a barricade of layers between it and the closed airtight door, and settled back to eat the big cold breakfast he’d taken from the canteen that morning. There was no knowing when he’d get his next meal, or how, but he was still alive.


  ***


  Rain had never trusted Gibson. When his secretary ushered them into his office, she did what she always preferred to do and let Tom go first.


  Gibson stood behind his big shiny desk and offered them a wide smile full of perfect teeth. “This is unexpected. I’m always glad to see my best clients anytime, obviously, but I’d have thought you’d be a bit busy for social calls today.”


  “It isn’t a social call,” Tom said. “We have a problem.” He gestured for Yvonne to show the intruder’s image to Gibson.


  She slid her tablet across the desk, and Gibson raised a quizzical eyebrow at Tom.


  “He tried to access a secure computer system on Mary Mackin this morning. The system took that image while he was doing it. It’s timed and dated.”


  Gibson gestured an invitation for them to sit, then took his own seat and studied the image without comment.


  It wasn’t only his privileged Mantini self-assurance that Rain disliked. That was to be expected. He was just too slippery for her liking. Oily. Space Train wouldn’t keep going very long without refitting their ships in his yard, but if a sensible alternative had ever existed, she would have urged her partners to use it.


  “Is he one of your employees?” she asked.


  He sighed. “Yes. It’s John Pritchard. Electronics inspector.” He fixed Yvonne with a steady look. “Could there be any possible reason why he might be trying to work on the secure system? Anything at all?”


  “No. Not even by mistake. He had to override a series of complicated security hurdles before he could even try to access it. Took him twelve minutes to get as far as he did. He knew what he was doing.”


  Gibson nodded sadly. “Understood. Tom, Rain, I appreciate the sensitivity of your commercial intelligence. There’s no excuse for this. I’ll fix it.”


  He pressed a button on his desk intercom. “Please have Electronics Inspector Pritchard report to my office immediately.” He leaned back in his expensive chair. “He won’t be long. Can I offer you a drink while we wait?”


  No one wanted one. Yvonne stayed in her chair, while Rain and Tom stood at the wide window behind Gibson’s desk.


  Dazzling blue-white spotlights illuminated a busy construction site that stretched from below their feet to the shipyard’s high perimeter fence half a kay away, just short of the dome base. The thick plate glass removed all sound from the scene before them, but Rain could imagine the din of heavy digging machinery and truck engines snarling down there.


  “Our new battery plant.” Gibson swiveled his chair to look out with them. “Space Fleet built a temporary replacement during the war, but it isn’t up to the job. I knew when I bought this place that I’d have to build an entire new plant.”


  The broken remains of the old battery plant stood beyond the new perimeter fence, outside the circle of glaring spotlights, like a graveyard in the gloom.


  Major and Minor’s most daring aerial attack of the war was a do-or-die bombing raid that targeted the shipyard, which at that time had been Space Fleet’s biggest maintenance depot anywhere. Allegro’s assault fighters and missile banks managed to protect the yard itself from the worst of the bombing, but the heavy raid destroyed much of the moon’s military infrastructure, including its liquid metal battery plant.


  It was generally believed the Allegro raid was what had finally brought Main to the negotiating table with the Binaries. It was the beginning of the end of the war. Not that it helped the hundreds who’d died in the attack.


  A knock sounded on the door, and Gibson spun his chair to face it. “Come in.”


  John Pritchard entered. He glanced around at the faces before coming to a halt in front of the big desk and settling his attention on Gibson.


  Gibson stared at his employee as he passed Yvonne’s tablet over his shoulder to Tom. “This him?”


  Tom probably didn’t need to check, but he looked anyway. “Yes.”


  Gibson opened a drawer in his desk and produced a pistol, which he aimed casually at Pritchard.


  Rain and Tom frowned at each other.


  “Hey, wait a minute,” Pritchard said, raising his hands and backing away.


  Gibson pulled the trigger.


  Rain jumped at the sudden very loud bang.


  A hole appeared in the middle of Pritchard’s forehead, and he fell backward to the floor, where he lay still with his eyes wide open and a line of blood running freely from the bullet hole into his hairline.


  Yvonne was on her feet, hands at her mouth.


  Rain clutched Tom’s arm in shock.


  “What the fuck?” Tom shouted.


  Gibson replaced the pistol, closed the drawer, and turned to face them. “My moon, Tom. My law.”


  Rain’s ears whistled. “You didn’t have to kill him!”


  “I value your business. I need you to know your security is as important to me as it is to you. I won’t have my people thinking they can sell client information to competitors.” He shrugged, as if it were the most obvious thing in the universe.


  Rain dragged her stare away from the dead man on the carpet. Tom and Yvonne were still standing with their mouths hanging open.


  Tom looked like he was going to explode, staring from Pritchard’s body to Gibson and back again. She recognized that expression. It was his responsibility thing.


  She herded them to the door. “We’re going.”


  “I hope this clears things up for us,” Gibson called after them. “I’d hate anything to sour our business relationship.”


  2. Season City, Planet Main


  Saxe remained in his preferred seat, toward the raised rear of the auditorium, and observed his fellow executives circulating within their various groups and splinter groups.


  Like the interiors of all the homes and regular meeting places of primary people in the city, and like all such places in every other city across the continent of Manti, it was pleasantly airy and clean. Today, this big space was even fragrant with some slightly floral scent. A different world from the soot-grimed, smog-choked streets outside, it was quietly carpeted in midnight blue and furnished with a hundred fixed seats of polished blond wood.


  As always, it was filled with allies and enemies, many of them performing both functions simultaneously.


  They were all primary people, born into families whose generations stretched back all the way to when Manti records first began—not a hint of immigrant among them.


  Thousands of subordinate executives worked in Main Security, including many whose forebears had been natives of other continents and even, since the war ended, of other worlds. Some of them would spend their entire working lives serving the agency.


  But only recorded Mantini executives, and only a select few of them at that, were called to join The Hundred. Once in, they remained in, until they either died or retired into the silence-ensuring wealth of their pay-off and pension.


  There had been a time when Saxe had anticipated his own retirement, into an early pension perhaps, or, more probably, an early grave. He was under no illusions. The Ten would certainly have discussed and decided his fate. Public failures such as his were rare, rarely forgiven, and never forgotten.


  But he had been allowed to stay. Never informed of it. He simply continued to function, although in a diminished capacity that over the years had frustrated him to the point of seething rage, but only in the privacy of his mind.


  He hadn’t been disgraced or shunned, had never become a figure of ridicule among his peers. No member of The Hundred was ever that. They were all far too professional, and far too dangerous. They were, without doubt, the most dangerous men in the solar system.


  But he had definitely been marked, treated by his fellow executives with a reserve, and for twelve years, he had remained so marked.


  Until today, when, shortly before The Hundred’s routine quarterly meeting started, a message had arrived in his tablet, inviting him to stay behind afterward for a briefing by The Ten.


  Neither his face nor his body language betrayed the thrills of anticipation he experienced while waiting for all the post-meeting chats to dissolve or adjourn elsewhere. He would have died rather than allow that to happen.


  But, equally, and as always, he was acutely self-aware and ruthlessly honest with himself.


  Finally, it seemed, he had served out his punishment. Finally, he would allow himself to believe that he was to be entrusted with a meaty assignment.


  Something challenging. Something worthwhile. Something, he hoped sincerely, that would prove to be more demanding than yet another quiet assassination. He had done twenty-one of those since his fall from grace, including three members of The Hundred.


  The Ten were moving back to the central platform and taking their seats again. It was sign enough for the remaining executives to leave the auditorium.


  Those who passed Saxe on their way out would note his relaxed posture in his seat. Some of them acknowledged him with reserved nods, but none made any comment.


  He waited until he and The Ten were alone in the big quiet space, then walked down to the platform and stood before them.


  The ten most dangerously powerful of the hundred most powerfully dangerous men in the solar system regarded him silently, and he regarded them silently right back.


  The five Families might think it was they who controlled everything on Main and beyond, and in many respects they did. But if the Families drove the vehicle of control, then The Hundred was that vehicle’s engine, and The Ten were the engine’s brain.


  “Tom Russell.”


  It was Hunt who said the name. Naturally.


  Hunt, the youngest and most recent new member of The Ten, promoted when old Rayka died on his toilet.


  Hunt, who, twelve years ago, had investigated Saxe’s failure and reported his findings to The Ten of the day, nine of whom were still active and present, and four of whom, two years ago, had sent Saxe to arrange Rayka’s demise.


  Hunt, with his pointed features, his immaculately shaven jaw, his clean, black hair brushed back from his high forehead, and his blue irises so pale they’d made Saxe’s own eyes water when the two dangerous men had stared seriously at each other across that interview table for those long hours.


  Hunt, who probably knew more than any other living person just how badly the name Tom Russell must burn at Saxe’s self-control.


  He studied him now, as did his nine colleagues. Searched him for the slightest hint of an unprofessional reaction.


  Saxe gave them nothing.


  “Russell is of interest again. We thought you might like to resume your acquaintance.” Hunt’s raised eyebrows asked the question.


  “Happy to.”


  Hunt handed him a chip in a small plastic pouch. “Your brief. At Herd Landing, there’s a personal ship assigned to you. Looks like a standard egg, but it’s rather more than that, and fitted with a homing device linked to a fast cruiser waiting for you somewhere out beyond Willerby. The Relentless is Space Fleet’s pride and joy. They claim that if any vessel can follow Russell and his pilgrims to their secret mining planet without being thrown off by his fancy countermeasures, it’s this one. And there will be some other circumstances in your favor. All in the brief.”


  He and Hunt were about the same age, with about the same time in The Hundred. If not for the Russell incident, Saxe might have been promoted to The Ten by now. Like Hunt, or possibly even instead of Hunt. It could have been him sitting on the platform now, briefing some other executive as if he were his natural-born superior.


  “Brigadier Terr Jone is in command of the Relentless. Know him? Of him?”


  “No.”


  “He’s a Space Fleet shooting star with a shiny new ship and a well-trained crew at the top of their game. You have special command over him and his vessel for this mission. That’s in his brief, but I expect he’ll prefer his people not to know it.”


  “How many attempts to follow Russell have failed?”


  “Too many. That’s why we’re taking over command responsibility from Space Fleet. Read your brief on the way.” Hunt dismissed him with a nod.


  Saxe returned it, his face set in its professional mask, and left the quiet men to their planning and plotting.


  3. First Town, Planet Willerby


  In the office behind the Russell Hotel’s saloon, Ellen paused her recording and gazed out through the window. She got lost in the brown mountains and didn’t really see the cheerfully colored tents in the field right outside the hotel, or the banners rippling in the wind, or hear the Dawners singing.


  She might notice if they stopped.


  That thought brought her attention back to the swaying circle of throat singers, to a squealing pack of small children playing chase-catch between and around the sturdy tents, and to three shirtless men chopping wood at the near edge of the camp.


  One of them was their tall preacher, Deegan Keen, taking a breather, leaning on his long-handled axe. He grabbed his discarded shirt from a fence post to wipe sweat from his suntanned face and neck, and his paler skinned but pleasantly hairy chest, and his shoulders, and his underarms. Then he sent her a friendly wave when he saw her watching.


  She looked away quickly as if she hadn’t noticed him and focused instead on the image print beside her screen of her husband Guy laughing as he struggled to hold their happy twin baby girls still for her cam.


  Mimi and Petra would have been twelve years old very soon, at the end of this harvest.


  Guy would have hit his fortieth year this past first day of summer, as Ellen had nineteen days later. If he’d lived, they would have celebrated their birthdays with a special joint party as they always had, but instead, she’d watched them slip by unmarked.


  Twelve days from now would be the eleventh anniversary of their deaths, Guy and Mimi and Petra, along with everyone else in Ellen’s family except her brother, Mark, and their cousins, Tom and Rain.


  She returned to the paused image of her big, bearded, baby brother sitting all alone in his office on the planet Red, so very far away, with a coal fire burning fiercely in the background.


  Baby brother by only twenty minutes, but still.


  She tapped play again, and watched the end section of his latest recording for the tenth time since Rain brought it home to her.


  “Tonight, I’m going to show you something new.” In his half of her split screen, Mark was wearing dark blue under thermals. He stepped into a grubby pressure suit and shrugged on a breathing backpack. With a wink and a grin before, he clicked his helmet into place with a firm twist and plugged the cam lead into it, then reached across the desk like a big bear to pick up the cam.


  The image jerked in time with his heavy-booted footsteps on wooden floorboards when he left his office. It remained still while he paused to collect a folded tripod from inside his front door, and started jerking again as he climbed a steep, metaled road outside.


  He didn’t need to wear all that kit inside the shielded atmosphere dome. Only out on the planet surface.


  “It’s been a year since I showed you around the place. You’ll see some changes.” He raised his voice as the cam microphone picked up a heavy crew transport truck grinding past on wheels taller than him, but eventually he gave up and waited until its low-gear growl labored into the distance. In the meantime, he panned the cam lens slowly across the camp.


  The road had already taken him high enough for her to see that it should no longer be called that. There wasn’t a single tent in sight under the enormous dome. Where, last year, there had been a sea of dirty canvas cubes, now, hundreds of new timber cabins stood in a neat square grid pattern.


  It wasn’t a camp anymore. It was an established settlement, home to more than five thousand people.


  Many cabin windows glowed with cozy yellow lamplight, and hundreds of corner streetlights illuminated crossroads beneath them. Pale woodsmoke climbed undisturbed from a parade of tin chimneys to the dome’s roof, where it collected and would be filtered out into the infinite gray-black night sky above.


  “Russell Town,” Mark announced.


  As far as Ellen could see in the artificial light, the settlement’s roads were still rivers of thin, red mud between and beneath raised timber sidewalks. But Mark and his miners had made great progress.


  He was still heading uphill. His breathing rate increased as he walked and talked. Eventually, he fell silent and just stomped, panning the cam to show her more and more of the town. It had doubled in size and now almost filled its wide, domed, semicircular plateau that sat like a strong shoulder on the side of the mountain.


  Mark took a breather for a minute in the pedestrian airlock tucked in beside its big vehicle-tunnel sibling. He checked his facemask, then sealed the airlock’s outer door behind him and continued his trek.


  Outside the dome, the metaled road carried on around the mountain, but Mark left it to take a frozen stony track and climb even higher, turning on a pair of small spotlights in his breathing pack’s shoulder straps and aiming their jiggling parallel beams down at the surface ahead.


  He showed Ellen the diggings spread across the moonlit foothills below, the big floodlit processing plant, the smelters firing through the night down on the plain, and, beyond them, the water plant and wide-domed food farms sitting atop an ancient storm beach on the raised basin edge of an ocean that dried up a billion years ago.


  It was mostly new to her. Last time she’d seen a recording of this view, the only visible additions to nature had been the automated methane mines. Their sturdy chimneys were still there, like promises to the future, scores of them planted across the ancient ocean bed and all belching dark smoke into the thin atmosphere.


  Mark paused, breathing heavily. “There’s Blue, just rising over the horizon. See?”


  She did. It was a bright, white dot, bigger and bolder than the billions of pinprick stars beyond it.


  Mark had visited that beautiful planet when he’d first discovered and surveyed the system, back in the early years of the war, well before the tragedy hit their family. Its gravity was identical to Willerby’s, unlike Red’s, which at only one-third as strong as Willerby’s posed significant practical problems for its settlers to overcome.


  But normal gravity was far from being Blue’s only advantage. The planet was a paradise. Mark had brought home hundreds of images, and the entire family had talked of living there together once Space Train was up and running and the various mining operations across Red could get on without them.


  His and her dream now was still to retire one day on that gentle, abundant, living world. They knew just where—in twin log cabins beside a clear lake fed by mountain streams and filled with fish, in a great forest of tall green trees, he with his loving husband, and she with loving memories of Guy and Mimi and Petra. One day.


  As planet Blue lifted away from the horizon, the night sky below it glowed warm, as if a sun was about to rise there.


  “Here comes Rose’s loom. Hang on a minute.”


  He placed the cam on the ground so he could set up the tripod, grumbling when his gloved fingers fumbled with its bolts. She closed her eyes—as she always did—when the focus swam while he clipped the cam to the field telescope.


  “There it is.”


  Rose, a very beautiful, pale pink gas giant, was circled with bands of silvery blue. The big image print of it he’d sent home four years ago took pride of place in a frame on her office wall. She often stared at it and thought of him gazing up into his night sky.


  “Do you see its biggest moon?” Mark spoke quietly. “Down and to the right of the planet? Watch it now.”


  The screen blinked when he turned it off and then on again with a greater magnification.


  “There,” he breathed. “Do you see?”


  A small white section on the moon’s pale surface looked like it was lifting and pulling away.


  Slowly, like a patch of adhesive parting, it left the moon and became a lozenge-shaped cloud that floated across space toward the gas giant.


  “In six hours, that will merge with Rose’s upper atmosphere. It’s moving at fifty kays per second! We have no idea what it is, but it happens as regular as clockwork every one thousand and eighty-three Red days. Which just happens to be precisely one quarter of a Rose year.”


  He unclipped the cam from his telescope and panned it across a crowd of forty or fifty breathing-masked settlers on the mountainside, most of them peering up into the night sky through telescopes. Mark’s mask antenna picked up their conversations and transmitted them to the cam as a mostly indistinguishable murmur.


  “People stay up all night to watch it. We call it the Rose Flight.”


  The nearest settler was Doctor Plest. Frost glistened on his furs and banded across the front rim of his hat. He waved hello to the cam. “We stay up all night because we’re mad. Trust me. I’m qualified to make that diagnosis.”


  He and Mark exchanged gruff chuckles.


  The crowd remained glued to their telescopes as Mark started climbing again. By the time he reached the top, he was stamping over basalt chips that crackled icily underfoot.


  He pointed the cam at his face. His breath was clouding the mask. Above his head, Red’s night was jet black.


  “So here we are. This is what I want to show you. Welcome to the summit of Mount Ellen!”


  He grinned at the cam, knowing she’d be in tears by now.


  And she was. Again. Because naming his mountain for her was such a typical Mark move.


  He gestured at the next gray mountain in the loose chain, one kay distant to the south beyond the first circular dry lake, where the second town’s atmosphere dome was nearing completion. “Guess who I’ve named that big boy for.” He pointed the cam at his face again, and now tears were shining in his eyes too.


  She wiped hers dry and cleared her throat, tapped record, and made her voice bright. “That’s us all caught up, I think. We’ve filled your order list. Tom’s bringing everything your people asked for, plus a small frozen container, just for you, filled with good home cooking and sweet treats. You’re too thin, man.”


  She chuckled to hide her sadness, but it didn’t work and she knew he’d see it. “I miss you. It doesn’t get any easier, only seeing you on these recordings twice a year.”


  The office door opened a bit, just wide enough for Shem to poke his head through the gap.


  She held up a hand to pause him while she finished saying goodbye to Mark, then ended the recording and gave Shem her attention.


  “Bull Horne’s in,” he said.


  “Alone? Sober?”


  “Yes, and yes—for now. But he’s got a thirst on.”


  “Try to slow him down, if you can.”


  Shem’s eyes flared wide. He was Ellen’s best bartender by any measure. Despite his slender build and delicate appearance, he could normally charm problem customers with his disarming wit, but Bull was way beyond him.


  “I’ll come out and talk to him.”


  Shem disappeared, and after loading her recording to a new chip, she followed him through into the saloon.


  Bull was hunched over the counter like a brooding volcano, glaring at his reflection in the ornate wide mirror on the back wall. He stood in empty space where people had moved apart to give him all the room he wanted.


  The nearest customer to him was a white stranger, a quiet mountain of a man sitting on a tall stool three meters along the bar and reading a dog-eared book between sips of steaming coffee. The generous white cup looked dainty in his huge hand, but his expression looked peaceable.


  Ellen nodded hello to the stranger and then addressed the volcano. “Morning, Bull.”


  He took a moment to register her. “See you rented your field to those Dawners again. They’re making a damn noise out there.”


  “They’re fine. We’re not going to have any trouble here today, are we?”


  He drained his whiskey glass and rattled it on the bar to demand Shem’s attention. His knuckles bore shiny fresh grazes. “Not as long as your bitch there keeps me filled up.”


  “You know I won’t have you talking like that in here.” She nodded for Shem to refill the glass. “No more nasty, Bull, or there’ll be no more whiskey. I mean it.”


  He breathed a contemptuous huh and returned to glaring at himself in the mirror.


  “I’ll be right here in the office,” she murmured to Shem as she passed. “Call me if he gets out of hand.”


  Shem’s eyes rested on the loaded shotgun they kept beneath the counter for emergencies.


  She squeezed his arm and gave a reassuring little shake of her head, then went back to the office and called up Bull’s wife on the radio.


  “Hi, Ellen. It’s good to hear you.”


  “You all right out there, Sissy?”


  “Yeah, thanks. You?”


  “Bull’s here in the hotel with a thirst on. Thought I’d check you’re all right.”


  The pause wasn’t long, but it was enough for Ellen to picture Sissy’s face all bruised up again, maybe with her lip split open like the last time, which hadn’t been so long ago. She wouldn’t be showing herself in public until she healed.


  Not that anyone had seen too much of her since Bull brought her from her family home across the ocean five years ago and installed her as his bride. She lived like a captive on his farm, a twenty-minute flight out of town, and accompanied him into civilization only once or twice a year.


  “I’m fine.” Her voice was bright and brittle.


  Mary Mackin’s pale-green crew shuttle landed out on the pad with a sudden whine of engine noise, its vertical jets raising a cloud of brown dust and setting the nearest Dawner tents and banners flapping in frantic motion.


  Tom waved from the pilot’s window, high up at the front of its big turtle-shell shape.


  Ellen waved back. “Yeah, well, just you remember, any time you need me for anything, you call. Anything at all, you hear? Even if it’s only for a chat on the radio, or something more, like a quiet room here in the hotel maybe without anyone knowing where you are until you’re ready to say so. Anything. We’re here for you. You got that?”


  This time, the longer pause suggested silent tears being dabbed, maybe from swollen, bruised eyes. When Sissy spoke, her voice was hushed. “You’re a good woman, Ellen. Thank you.”


  No sooner had she broken the radio link than Tom, Rain, and George bustled in.


  Ellen wondered if they had any idea how good they looked, the three of them, in their tall boots and slim blue jeans and fancy embroidered shirts.


  “…in my room,” Tom was saying.


  “My room, now,” Rain insisted. “Don’t know why you always leave it until the last day to take your gear up to Mary so I can settle in properly.”


  “Don’t know why you always nag me when you know what day I’ll be shifting it.”


  George shook his head in mock sadness at Ellen and she rolled her eyes at him, both smiling as they did so. He patted the packaged box sitting in a corner. “Hey, mustn’t forget our shiny new water cooler today.”


  The radio crackled into life again.


  Yvonne Knock’s voice was tinny and breaking. “Ellen, you hearing me?”


  “You’re coming through faint, Yvonne.”


  “Is my skipper with you?”


  “Yep. Want to talk to him?”


  “Can we do this on vid?”


  “Sure. Getting you up now.”


  Ellen tapped a rapid sequence on her screen, while the others crowded around the back of her chair.


  Yvonne was sitting in Mary’s control room. “We got trouble, Skip.” Her voice was strong and clear on the vid.


  “What’s up?” Tom asked.


  “I have Gibson on vid from Allegro. Man’s agitated and insists on talking to you. I’ll patch him through so he can tell you his version straight. Come back to me when you finish with him, because there’s more to this than he knows.”


  Zigzagging vertical white lines scrolled across the screen for a moment while Ellen vacated her chair for Tom to sit in, then a grainy image of Gibson’s face appeared.


  He looked and sounded stressed. “What’s going on, Tom?”


  “You tell me. I’m on the ground here and Yvonne just patched you through. What’s the problem?”


  There was a long-distance pause, and then Gibson blew his cheeks out. “Your frozen stores are coming back to me. My barge captain just radioed when he exited the wormhole this end. Says you rejected the load and refused to make the payment.”


  “What?” Tom and George chorused.


  The pause was frustrating. “That’s what the man says. He’ll be back here in two days. This is bad business, Tom.”


  “Who rejected the delivery?”


  They all shook their heads at each other in bewilderment while they waited for the time delay.


  “I don’t know,” Gibson said. “He wasn’t even allowed to dock in Mary Mackin. Just got shouted at on the radio.”


  “Who by? Ask him.”


  Gibson stared at his camera for long seconds while he waited for Tom’s question to come through, then he snapped it into a radio microphone and listened to a staccato clatter that came back.


  “He says your logistics officer. Reece, is it?”


  Tom and George squinted at each other.


  Ellen exchanged a worried frown with Rain.


  “I don’t know what your people are playing at, Tom, but I can’t absorb this cost. You know that.”


  “What’s the damage?”


  Another pause. “Two and a half million, plus fuel.”


  “Slow down. That’s for a full replenishment. You haven’t lost the frozen. It’s on its way back. You can sell it on. We’ll pay you now for your barge’s fuel and the dry stores we loaded on Allegro. What’s that come to?”


  When he received Tom’s transmission, he blinked. “You’re right.” His fingers clattered on a keyboard. “The dry and canned plus the barge’s fuel is a million and some small change. Send me a mil, and we’re good.”


  Ellen was already at work in her business screen on the other desk. She raised a hand to call a pause. “Gibson Shipyard owes us a million six for this year’s fresh meat and cereals and barley beer. His annual account will be due in twenty-one days, but if he doesn’t plan to order anything more before then, we can settle up now.”


  Tom relayed the information to Gibson.


  Ellen tapped a sum-up command, and raised her voice. “Send me six hundred thousand and we’ll be square.”


  “I heard,” Gibson said, eventually. His fingers rattled the keyboard. “Six hundred thou transferred.”


  He and Tom stared at each other for a minute, until the Gibson Shipyard account updated on Ellen’s screen. She gave Tom the nod.


  “Got it,” he said. “We’re square.”


  Gibson’s voice reflected his tension lifting. “Good. You want me to turn the barge around and bring the frozen back out to you? Start over?”


  Ellen scrolled the company account sheets on her work screen. Something was very wrong.


  “No,” Tom was saying. “Can’t hold our departure. We’ll make other arrangements.”


  The normal pause, then Gibson’s face fell. “Just this once, I hope. It isn’t my fault, Tom.”


  “I know.”


  “Well, all right then.”


  “Before you go, want to tell me how you’re talking to us on vid?” He tapped his fingertips quietly on Ellen’s desk while he waited, clearly as concerned about all this as she was, but not showing it to Gibson.


  “I called in a favor from a friend who works on Main Satellites.” He jabbed his keyboard again. “He’s howling at me to end the call now. You have a safe trip.”


  Gibson’s grainy face was replaced briefly by the zigzagging white lines, and then by a clear image of Yvonne waiting patiently in Mary’s control room.


  “Tom,” Ellen said. “Two hours ago, someone transferred two million, five hundred thousand, one hundred and sixty-four from our Space Train stores account to an unregistered one.”


  “That’ll be Reece,” Yvonne said. “He’s disappeared. So has the stores raft, and so has Smith with Doctor Plest’s entire medical resupply.”


  Ellen sagged in her chair and watched Tom sag in his, too.


  It was like a punch in the head.


  Tom bounced back upright and looked around at everyone in turn. “Best place to turn drugs into quick money will be the Hollow. Yes?”


  “Yes,” they agreed.


  “Launch Baz and Bizzy,” he told Yvonne. “Have them sweep over the mountains. We’ll take the crew shuttle through Worthy Pass and meet them on the plain. Tell them our bad boys will likely be headed for the Hollow, but they’re to wait for us before approaching. Sometimes those fools out there shoot at low-flying craft just for fun.”


  He waited while she launched the scouts and relayed his orders to them.


  “Send all the tractors down to the Senger Farm with pallet raft trailers on to load our fresh food,” he continued. “Four pallets a time on the Hellmouths and one a time on the others. Ellen will talk them in if they don’t know where it is. Two trips each should do the job if they stack things neat.”


  “Aye.”


  “Their last pick-up will be a big pallet of mining explosives from the hotel landing pad. It’s a kiloton in a ten-meter cube. Rain’s done these loads before and says it’s a two-Hellmouth job—one to carry the pallet and the other to assist with gentle directional shoves as needed. Send Tate Warwick and Inez Hand, and emphasize the gentle. Don’t put it in the cargo hold. Secure it in the back of the crew hangar and cordon it off behind a wall of fenders with lots of yellow tape. We’ll offload it in the first batch at the other end.”


  “Understood.”


  “Make sure everyone who ever flies anything in and out of the crew hangar knows that it’s a kiloton of impact high explosive.”


  “Got it, Skip.”


  Ellen watched him in action. This must be how he looked and sounded in command of Mary. Captain Calm and Capable, with a tall measure of Major Micromanage.


  “The tractors can’t use corridor one,” she said. “Our last settler family will be coming down any time now. Tell your people to use corridor two for down and three for up.”


  Tom relayed her message to Yvonne. “You’ll have to keep the settlers circling until you get all the tractors back.”


  “Yep. I’ll put Carly Moss in the store to supervise the fresh food as it arrives, and Chay Lane in the hangar to secure the explosives.”


  Tom gave her a thumbs-up and closed the link.


  Rain and George were already out of the door. George nipped back in for the new water cooler and carried it out to the shuttle.


  Tom vacated Ellen’s chair. “I had breakfast with a Clear monk yesterday. Can’t remember his name.”


  “That’ll be Won Sol Tor.”


  “What’s he doing here, do you know?”


  “He arrived with the Dawners ten days ago and took a room until he can find a ship heading for Clear. I put the word out for him, but he’s had no luck yet.”


  “Yesterday, he was trying to buy his passage on Mary. Claimed if we took him to Clear, he could get us good terms for food stores there. Well, yesterday we didn’t need any. Can you check out his story while we go get the raft and our drugs back? See if he can get us the frozen stores we need?”


  “Will do.”


  “Thanks.”


  Outside, the shuttle’s engine whine started up.


  “And tell the sheriff we’ll be bringing a pair of thieves in. He might know who to talk to about tracking down where our money went.”


  Ellen chuckled fondly at his back as he hurried out. Good job she had a ship’s captain swooping in to think for her when she was busy running the business.


  Two minutes later, the shuttle lifted off in a great cloud of dust and sent a Dawner toilet tent bowling across the field.


  4. The Relentless


  Evidently, Main’s military spaceship designers were still obsessed with appearances. Saxe hoped the big new cruiser his nondescript little blue egg was looping toward would live up to its sleek shape. Its owners promised it would, but, from his childhood as an officer’s brat and certainly from his three years as a cadet in the Academy, he was very aware of Space Fleet’s propensity for self-promoting bullshit.
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