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Chapter 1

Jack stared at the cube, mesmerized by its iridescent color. One part of his mind calculated how long it would keep him in smoke while another part mocked him for thinking iridescence a color.

Two inches to a side, the cube stared back at him from the middle shelf of a contraption known as an oven.

He swore it stared, seeing deep into his soul, tracing his past through his three failed marriages, his four bankruptcies, his multiple encounters with the Imperial Patrol, and his constantly smoking himself into oblivion.

Ivory swirls sloshed across its surface, like laughter. The cube knew him.

Twenty minutes earlier, he'd dropped from orbit in his Salvager to sniff through the ruins of Canis Dogma Five, the old Circian homeworld, for something he might hawk to the junk lords for a few hundred galacti. He'd found someplace to park the Scavenger out of sight from the constant patrols, his ship almost as derelict as the ruins he explored. Then he'd worked himself between the decrepit doors of an apartment building, one of the few still standing amidst the ruins of a city that had once housed a million people, minimum. Two floors up, he'd cracked a flat whose stale air bespoke its millennial inoccupancy. The oven was a perfect find, as valuable in its current state as it would be after being dropped out a window. I'm not carryin' it down two flights of stairs, he'd thought indignantly, bending to look inside. The dusty glass pane obscured the interior, so he'd opened the door.

And stared at the cube inside.

Before he could think, he snatched it from the oven.

* * *

A scene filled his sight and a voice rang in his ears.

He was in a cavern, and a man stood before him, dressed in sequined silks of multiple colors, upon his head a slim, simple circlet, in one hand a two-inch silvery cube.

“I am Lochium Circi the Ninth, Emperor of Circi, a civilization that once reached to the outer arms of the galaxy.” Behind the figure was a small table, on it a vial filled with orange fluid, and a large stone slab atop one-foot pillars. “Welcome to my final resting place, Traveler. You have now been selected for a sacred duty. You see me because you have been chosen to wield the Ghost cube.” Lochium Circi the Ninth ceremoniously held up the silvery, two-inch cube. “With this modest device, the Circians spread their influence throughout the galaxy.”

A remote rumble shook the chamber, and dust drifted down from the ceiling. “And now our influence is dying. Barbarians bombard Canis Dogma Five into oblivion as I speak.

“You, Traveler, have been chosen to become the next Emperor of the Circian Empire, with all the privileges, responsibilities, and obligations thereto implied, and to bring together again all the remnants of our once-great Empire under the auspices of one government, to live peacefully until the end of time under you and your successors.

“The cube has chosen you, Traveler, because you are worthy and noble and pure. May the billion suns of the galactic core light your path with brilliance.”

* * *

His head spun and his face stung.

“Hold it by its edges,” the girl told him.

Jack did as she bade him, the cube threatening to suck him elsewhere again.

He stared at her, she who had slapped him. She who knew what he held.

Because it was hers.

He wondered where she'd come from. The apartment had had the feel of having been vacant for a very long time. He also wondered why she hadn't just taken it from him. One part of him already knew, and another part ridiculed him from not considering for a moment handing it back to her. He'd be stupid to give up something that might keep him in smoke for the rest of his life.

She stared back at him, much as the cube had.

Jack saw what she was thinking. Me, Emperor?

The thought was beyond ludicrous and passing farcical.

She laughed softly, shaking her head.

He was a wretch, through and through. No amount of wealth, schooling, or breeding could remedy that. All a charm school might do is teach him how to insult people without their knowing it, something he now did without intending to.

He frowned at her. “I'm Jack, but you knew that, didn't you?”

She nodded. “Misty.” She didn't extend her hand.

He might have been a leper. “Pleased.”

“Likewise.” Clearly she wasn't.

“This is yours, isn't it?”

“It was,” she said, shrugging. “Or more accurately, I used to be its.”

“And now I'm its?” He frowned at it in his hand.

“You catch on fast.”

“What is it?”

“A Gaussian Holistic Oscillating Subliminal Tesseract, a ghost cube.” She suddenly stood and beckoned him to follow. “Now that you're here, I need your help.”

He climbed to his feet slowly, as though he'd been sitting for several hours. The quality of light through dusty panes hadn't changed appreciably.

She led him up several floors, some of the stairwells difficult to navigate, their steps mangled by time and inattention. He wondered as he followed her up what an eight- or nine-year-old girl was doing in a decrepit ruin like this by herself.

“It's been a couple weeks,” she said, stopping outside a door at the end of a hall. “So he doesn't smell very good.”

Not smelling very good was an understatement. He could barely hold his gorge. “What do you want me to do?”

Grief wrecked her face. “Help me bury him.”

He knew without asking that just leaving the corpse wasn't a choice. He also knew that just leaving the girl wasn't a choice. A tantalizing lifetime of smoke-filled nights receded inexorably from his grasp. And right now, he really needed to smoke.

The blanket helped to hold together what decay was rapidly dismantling, but couldn't shield him completely from the ooze he should've expected.

She led him to a wildly overgrown park, two blocks away, where a pit had already been dug.

“I just couldn't figure out how to get him down here.”

Once he'd finished, organic was the only word he could summon to describe his smell. In addition to the odors of necrosis and its associated fluids, a thick layer of freshly-turned soil now stuck to those stains. The cube was tucked in his pocket.

He'd just chunked the last shovelful to fill the pit when a distant whine alerted him. “Quick! The patrol!” He loped for the nearest building, the girl outpacing him easily and leading him toward a culvert.

They dove into it just as the craft roared overhead. Straining engines whined in complaint as it circled back.

“Stars above, they saw us. We can't stay here.” He looked at her, despairing that they'd be trapped in the culvert.

Misty seemed unconcerned.

Jack tracked the incoming ship by sound as he looked her over. The backwash of the landing retros buffeted her thin, threadbare clothing, its many rents and tears each carefully stitched. Her hair fell in stringy, ungainly swatches to uneven, hacked-off lengths near her shoulders. Her cheeks were hollow with malnutrition or shock.

Maybe both, he thought. “Why won't they find us?”

Her eyes glistened with ethereal light. “You'll persuade them not to.” She didn't glance toward his jacket pocket, but she might have.

Voices outside approached. “Over here. I told you I picked up a signal of an incoming ship. Probably some scavenger.”

He brought out the cube.

* * *

Jack looked at the culvert. The drainpipe was three feet in diameter, barely room for anyone to have gone in. “We've picked up native signals before. Remnants of the old Circian Empire, eking out a meager life among the ruins. If it was a scavenger, where's the ship?” He turned to look at his shipmate.

The guy shrugged, his uniform immaculate.

Jack knew his own was perfect as well. “You goin' in after 'em?” He gestured at the culvert, and then picked an imaginary speck of dust off his sleeve.

The other guy shook his head. “They ain't payin' to replace uniforms, remember?”

“We'll set up monitors in a perimeter. If there's a scavenger, we'll catch 'em on the way out.”

* * *

Jack snapped back into the culvert, his hand coming off the cube.

The voices outside faded.

He'd felt as if he'd been dreaming, on the one hand hearing them talk outside the pipe, on the other doing the talking. Somehow, he'd maintained an awareness of his hand on the cube.

Misty watched him, her eyes on his face.

“What is this thing?”

She shrugged. “Grandpa never said, but he did tell me it's old, very old. My ancestors used it to control the galaxy.”

He brought his gaze up from the cube. “What ancestors?”

“The Circians.”

Archeologists had long wondered at the source of Circian power. A meek, unpretentious peoples, they had somehow spread their influence from a modest-size planet with few mineral resources across the galaxy, dominating multiple constellations with far more natural resources and far larger navies. Even their home system had been insignificant, a two-planet single-star system with a young blue primary sitting astride the narrow neck of empty space between Canis Major and Canis Minor. The Dog Bone, it'd been called by the early spacers who'd colonized the area some ten thousand years ago.

But somehow, Circi had come to dominate first the adjoining Majora and Minora constellations, then the Perseus Arm itself, and then the entire galaxy. Not by conquering anything, either.

All by persuasion.

Jack shook his head at her. “That your grandpa we buried?”

She nodded, looking sad.

“We'll go say a few words, once it's safe.”

She smiled at him, looking grateful.

“Where are your relatives?”

Her gaze narrowed in bewilderment.

“You don't have any relatives?

“Grandpa never mentioned any.”

“Your parents?”

“Died five years ago when the building two blocks over collapsed.”

“There have to be other people around here.”

She shrugged. “Grandpa always told me to stay away. There's a tribe six blocks to the west, another twelve blocks north. See them once in awhile, but they always run when I approach.”

“What did he tell you to expect once he'd died?”

She brightened unexpectedly. “He told me, 'Expect the Universe. You're the Princess.' ”

He was dumbfounded. What kind of upbringing was that? “Princess of what?”

“Circi,” she said matter of factly.

He threw his head back in laughter and hit his head on the inside of the culvert. Laughing even as he rubbed his head, he shook it in wonder, bemused and bewildered.

She looked as bemused as he felt.

“And just how were you supposed to become the Princess of Circi?”

“Become?” She looked even more befuddled. “I already am!”

He roared with laughter all the more.

Misty looked annoyed.

Outside, the roar of engines signaled the patrol's departure.

He sleeved the tears from his eyes, his hands still grimy with fresh earth. “What the stars am I going to do with you?” He laughed some more at his own predicament, the sudden caretaker of a delightful nine-year-old.

A crusty, renegade salvage-hound too self-centered to make four marriages work, not diligent enough to avoid three bankruptcies, having tangled more times than both combined with the law, and an inveterate smoker, now the guardian of this orphan.

And owner of a cube that had ludicrously chosen him to become Emperor.

“Are you all right?”

He nodded and caught his breath, sure he looked a wreck, his face red and tear-strewn. “Too ironic, is all,” he said, glancing down at the cube. “Well, if this was truly the source of the Circian's power, it's clear why their Empire fell.” And he laughed some more.

* * *

“I think they're gone now,” Misty said, peering from the culvert.

He could barely see her outline, night having long since fallen.

They'd likely set up infrared monitors in a perimeter, but they weren't interested in the native peoples. The Imperial Patrol would be looking for him and his Salvager.

He followed her out, trusting that she knew the area and where they could flee if the patrol returned.

They made their way to the gravesite and stood beside the unmarked mound of freshly-turned soil.

Her face swung up to his, a pale shadow amidst darker shadows.

What am I supposed to say? he wondered; I didn't know the man.

The moon of her face beamed at him brightly.

He took her hand and sighed. “We gather here at the final resting place of—”

“Augustus Circi, Emperor,” she supplied in the pause.

“—to honor his passing from a life of devotion. Those of us who remain behind will never forget him.”

The girl beside him wept softly in the darkness.

* * *

He climbed into a clean set of formalls, fresh from a shower, wondering the whole time how they were going to get off planet without the Imperial Patrol's intercepting them.

At least I'll be clean when they arrest me, he thought.

He'd parked Misty in the galley in front of a protein mush, his synth having sized up a meal for her.

Although famished, he had more of an appetite to get out of his soiled clothing and get cleaned up.

She licked the last off the spoon and glanced at him, her eyes taking in the fresh formalls.

“Your turn,” he said, hiking his thumb toward the stall.

She half-frowned in that direction. “I've never been in one before. Does it hurt?”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “It's voice-operated, so if you scream, it'll shut itself off.” He glanced around. Everything looked all right. “Did you touch anything?”

“Not a thing, just like you told me.” She beamed at him. “The mush was terrible.”

“You get used to it. In,” he said, hiking the thumb.

He took her seat, the cube where he'd set it, after admonishing her not to touch it.

“It's not mine anymore, so I can't,” she'd told him.

The galley was small, with barely room for two at the table. The seamless walls hid all the kitchen gadgets, but Jack needed just two: the synth and a spoon.

“Synth on,” he said, and a whirring noise trundled out a bowl of mush. “My favorite.”

He devoured it mindlessly, his gaze on the cube.

Two inches to a side, its edges slightly beveled, its sides completely reflective, the cube gazed back at him.

Belching, he pushed aside the empty bowl and put his hands on the cube.

* * *

The opulence stunned him, and the feel of the silk against his body felt like a mother's womb.

The two bulges at his breast bewildered him, as did the cavity between his legs. Mammaries and a vagina! he thought, looking around.

In his hand was a hairbrush. The marble columns framed a view of manicured palace grounds, topiary-tangled gardens, sprawling out-buildings.

He knew where he was, but not how he'd got here.

Or who he'd become.

Dismayed, he looked up from his ample breasts to see a servant approach.

“My Lady looks distressed, pardon my noticing,” the handmaid said.

* * *

“What am I supposed to wear?” Her voice came from the shower, bringing him back to the ship.

He hadn't noticed she was finished. Ordering up a pair of small formalls, he took them from the sizer and thrust it into the showercube, his eyes on the kitchen, averted.

“Thank you.”

He stepped back to the table.

She emerged, clad in formalls, looking down at herself in evident distaste. “I'll need better clothes than this before I can be presented at the Palace.”

He roared with laughter and the bewildered look on her face caused him to laugh all the harder.

“You shouldn't have laughed like that,” she said a long time later.

“I'm sorry,” Jack replied, kissing the top of her head. She was curled against him in the Pilot's chair, one of three places to sit aboard the Scavenger.

He'd laughed so hard he'd begun to cry, and her face had crumpled as she'd slid to the floor and gathered herself into a fetal position to weep.

He'd picked her up and sat her on his lap and wept with her until they'd both wept themselves dry.

The girl quiescent in his arms, he wondered how he'd known what to do. An orphan, reared in a brothel on Alpha Tuscana, he'd run away to work on a garbage scow at age twelve. Jack had never known a mother's embrace. The brash buxom breasts of courtesans had been a paltry substitute, the boy cast away the moment a paying customer walked in the door.

“I'll get you finer clothes than Princess Andromeda, and she'll be so envious that she'll ask who your designer is.”

Misty giggled. “Liar.”

He giggled too, enjoying the moment and the smell of freshly-washed child and being close to another human being.

Far too little of the latter throughout my life, he thought.

* * *

Emperor Phaeton Torgas stared at Princess Andromeda. “There's been a change in the alignments, I tell you!”

She sat on an ottoman slightly to the right of his throne, the heiress in attendance upon the troubled Emperor. “Someone dares oppose the Empire?” she asked lightly, looking as dainty as a daisy. They were alone in the throne room, or as alone as they'd ever get, servants omnipresent and perpetually underfoot. Like rats, she thought.

He scowled at her over his scepter, a gold-plated staff two-and-a-half feet long, capped with a platinum-filigreed halo, which served to house a somewhat-plain looking two-inch silver cube. “No, it's not open defiance, as if we didn't have enough of that already.” His gaze was on his own satin-clad foot.

Her satin slippers, embroidered with gold and silver thread in the shapes of roses, glinted in the evening light.

“It's more an undercurrent, but a strong one, a shift in the pillars that hold the Empire aloft.”

“Sounds grave, Father. No doubt a concern easily addressed.” She smoothed an imaginary wrinkle from the sleeve of her silk blouse.

“If only I knew where to look! I'd place the Armada on alert, but I haven't an inkling of what to tell Admiral Camelus to look for.” A shudder shook him. “When I look around the room, I see the legacy of my forebears, and I'm invigorated to build upon their achievements,” Emperor Phaeton intoned. “And when I look upon you, my dear daughter, I desire to extirpate any hint of resistance, that you may rule unhindered when I'm gone.”

She glanced around the room, busts of her forebears lining the walls. For twelve hundred years, the Torgas lineage had held sway over half the galaxy, occasional rebellions flaring at the edges but nearly all put asunder quickly.

“I hear you had something akin to a fit this morning?”

She drew a sharp breath. Of course he knew about that, she reminded herself. The cube tells him everything.

“The cube tells me everything.”

It was an open secret that this alien cube was the source of Torgassan power.

“I don't know what happened, Father. I was brushing my hair out in my dressing room and …” She looked at him bewildered. “Remember that time you ghosted me? That's almost what this felt like. I was in a ship galley, small and cramped, a bowl with the leavings of some mush beside me, and a girl's voice called from around the corner …” She shook her head, unable to recall what the girl had said.

They both looked at the cube mounted on the scepter.

The alien artifact functioned by reading the minute variations in electrical fields introduced by human thought. At its wielder's behest, it also injected electrical field perturbations in resonance with the brain's neuro-electrical activity, able to do so irrespective of distance.

Which was how her father had known.

These electrical fields were known as Gaussian fields, and the device was called a Gaussian Holistic Oscillating Subliminal Tesseract, but it was usually referred to by the acronym, GHOST. Thus the origin of the term. Whenever the Emperor wanted to know something or to influence someone, he simply ghosted them.

Their gazes met over the top of the scepter.

“Is there another cube, Father?”







Chapter 2

The next morning, Jack got Misty and himself some breakfast, and then Jack looked into the cube to find out what the Imperial Patrol was doing.

Slowly, its sides lost their reflectivity and an image formed.

The cabin of the Imperial Patrol vessel.

“—no sign of activity. Maybe he's laying low until we get distracted,” one said.

“With that long a criminal record, I'd say he doesn't know when to lay low. What about that girl, the one he was with on the monitors?”

“What about her?”

“Think we should report her to Captain Jenks? He did say to report any suspicious planetside activity immediately.”

“What's suspicious about a girl? Especially a native brat?”

The other patrol officer was silent a moment, looking pensive. “This scavenger is a loner. She's clearly a ground-dog. Doesn't make sense, their pairing up like that.”

“There you go thinking again.”

“What do you suppose happened that he'd want immediate reports? He's never expressed the slightest interest in this sector, much less the planet itself.”

The other man extended a hand toward a tactiface, moved a few manipules until data spilled down the screen. “ 'Canis Dogma Five, former Capital of the Circian Empire, whose last remnants collapsed in three hundred BTE'—over fifteen hundred years ago—'after ruling the galaxy for nearly a millennium.' ” His eyes scanned the fountain of text.

“Maybe it's Torgassan Paranoia,” said the other man. Clearly from one of the subjugated worlds, he wore a Torgassan Patrol uniform, swore fealty to the Torgassan Emperor, got paid out of the Torgassan coffers, but was no more Torgassan than his shipmate.

“Listen to this: 'Despite numerous attacks by rival empires, the Circians fought very few wars. The fifty or so naval engagements they are known to have had all ended in the surrender or negotiated capitulation of their opponents. They were never the victor by means of the outright defeat of their enemies.' ” He turned to his companion. “Now, that's influence!”

Influence that Emperor Torgas wished he had, Jack was thinking.

“Influence that Emperor Torgas wished he had,” said the other man, his face empty of expression.

Jack jumped, and the cube turned silver again.

* * *

“They don't look very friendly.”

Jack wasn't about to let that stop him. They stood on a cracked and pitted major boulevard six blocks north of Misty's tower apartment, surrounded by rag-clad natives, each bearing a weapon, every weapon aimed at them.

After they'd eavesdropped on the Imperial Patrol, they had set out to find the other natives of Canis Dogma Five. They'd followed the wide boulevard, an occasional skeleton of toppled skyscraper blocking their path. They'd have made better time if they hadn't had to climb through the detritus. The boulevard itself was a veritable forest but a pygmy one, the thin, scraggly trees barely eking out nutrients from the rock-hard surface, most of them sprouting from seams.

Jack held out his hands to show they were empty. “I come to ask a favor. My name is Jack.”

A large man with a heavy spear and even heavier gut replied, “You fell from the stars two nights ago, and the Imperial Patrol looks for you. Why shouldn't we sell you to them?”

“Because I helped this girl bury her grandfather, Augustus Circi.”

The man lowered the spear. “The old man finally died?”

“About two weeks ago,” Misty told him.

“I'm sorry for you loss,” the heavy man said. “We honor those who help with our dead. Thank you, stranger Jack who fell from the stars. Come, and ask you favor in private. Away from the Patrol's prying eyes.” He looked overhead as if expecting a patrol craft any moment, then signaled to the group.

Warriors melted into the surroundings like wraiths.

“I'm Xerxes, and my home is this way.” He gestured to an alley between derelict buildings that looked none too inviting.

As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Jack realized it was free of the detritus that littered the rest of the ruins. The smells of dank and dusty decay were absent too. Misty followed obediently at his elbow. The alley turned into a tunnel, then a corridor, and beyond a heavy curtain, an abode, the scents of home and food unmistakable.

“There she is,” said a woman's voice. “Didn't I tell you, Xerk, that we'd be seeing the waif? How are you, my girl? Misty, isn't it? I'm your great aunt once removed, Gertrude. You can just call me Trude.” Her manner was just as robust as her girth and her voice. If her man was large then she was larger.

Trude was a good name for her, Jack was thinking.

“That's Princess Misty,” the girl said, a hand to her hip and her shoulder thrust forward. “And I'm anything but a waif!”

“Anything but is for certain, no question there. And who's the gentleman escort, your Highness?” From anyone else, it might have been mockery, but from Trude it actually sounded respectful.

“Captain Jack,” Misty said, “this is my Great Aunt Trude, once removed.”

“Enchanted,” Jack said, inclining his head.

“Mutual, Captain, and welcome.”

“And you were right,” Xerxes said to his wife. “Augustus is dead.”

“Now wasn't that what I was sayin'?” she asked in an “I-told-you-so” voice. “Knew it was comin', Princess, as he hadn't been well.”

“Jack helped me put him to rest,” Misty said, “and then brought me here.”

“And a right thing, too,” Trude said, looking Jack over again. “A good deed sometimes gets rewarded. Anything we can do, just you name it.”

“Um …” Jack looked around the lodgings, the walls clean if dingy with smoke from ill-ventilated fires, the carpets threadbare if in good repair, the furniture crude but looking comfortable even so, the walls riddled with cubbies full of useful items. “There is something I'd like to ask of you both. I brought Misty here not knowing of her relation, just knowing she needs care—care I can't give just yet. If I may ask—”

“But Jack,” Misty cried, “you said you'd take me to the palace!” She looked as if about to weep.

“And I will,” he protested, “if your aunt and uncle are willing, but I need a few days.” He saw she wasn't believing him. “You know—to make arrangements.”

“For what? We don't need arrangements! I'm the Princess!”

“But even the Princess needs the proper attire, Misty. You said so yourself. And it's much more proper and fitting if you received an invitation to the palace. Getting one will take a little time.” Not bad, Jack thought to himself. I should confabulate more often, I'm pretty good at it.

Her face scrunched in disbelief. “But why should I stay here? How are you going to know if the clothes will fit if I don't go with you?”

“Well, I've got some trading to do before I'll have any money to buy the clothes. I'll be back in a few days.” She still looked doubtful, so he added, “I promise.”

She seemed to relent, then looked sad. “You sure you'll come back?”

“I'm sure,” he said with quiet confidence.

“Oh good,” she said, suddenly brightening, and then threw herself into his arms.

He couldn't help but embrace her. He didn't quite know how else to respond, but the warmth he felt deep inside made the whole trip worthwhile.

“He'll still have to get our permission, your Highness,” Trude said softly.

“Of course,” Misty said lightly, looking up at Jack with a smile that melted away all doubt he had about returning.

* * *

In retrospect, lodging the girl with her relative Circians had gone far more smoothly than he could have imagined.

Making his departure far more difficult than he could have imagined.

As Jack trudged doggedly back to the way he'd come, doubts gnawed at him.

I should go back for her, he thought a hundred times en route to his ship.

I'll miss her too much, he thought.

How can I do this to her? he wondered, his guilt adding to his indecision and regret.

Once you leave, you'll never return for her, he remonstrated himself. You never planned to return for her in the first place, he thought in self-recrimination.

The thought of her being left in the care of strangers was so reminiscent of how he had once felt as an abandoned orphan that Jack burst into tears and almost turned around on the spot.

He tore his gaze from over his shoulder and forced himself to continue southward, his surroundings blurry. A bystander might have thought him injured he wailed so disconsolately.

Back at his ship, hidden under a building at the base of a chute leading up the boulevard, Jack checked for signs of tampering or attempts at forced entry. Seeing none, he disarmed the gene-lock.

The ship did a quick gene analysis, then opened the hatch.

In the copilot's chair sat Misty.

“How…?” Between his befuddlement, relief, joy, and dismay, Jack didn't know what to say.

She looked abashed, as thought he might punish her.

Instead, he knelt at her feet and buried his head in her lap, weeping uncontrollably and protesting how terribly grateful he was that she'd disobeyed him and begging abjectly for her forgiveness.

“We'd better get going,” she said sometime later.

He nodded mutely, wondering how he'd become enamored of her so quickly and why she had such faith in a terrible scoundrel like him. He also wondered how he could act such a fool and engage in such lugubrious buffoonery.

He looked over at her from the pilot's chair. “I'm not a very good person sometimes.”

She looked ancient in her nine, elongated years. “You're always a good person, but your choices aren't always good.”

He dropped his gaze to the controls, remembering what awaited them. He still didn't know how they were going to evade the Imperial Patrol, but he sensed he'd probably use the cube.

Setting it on the console, he gazed at it silvery sides, which promptly dissolved into iridescent rainbows. The patrol cabin materialized, the two officers scanning their instruments.

“Why do you suppose the Captain wants these ground-dog travels documented? What a waste of resources!”

“There you go thinking too much,” the other one replied.

“And why electromagnetic activity? They don't have electricity. All we'll get on that is background static.”

Jack looked at Misty.

“Concentrate on disappearing,” she said.

He wrinkled his brow, remembering how he'd influenced them before as they stood outside the culvert, debating whether to go in after the two evaders.

“I wonder where that scavenger went. You think he's still groundside?”

“We'd know if he wasn't. A ship that size leaves a trail visible from the primary. Don't worry, we'll see it easily from geosynch.”

You think I'm gone already, Jack thought.

“You know what I think? Gone already.”

You think I have a cloak, Jack thought.

“If I were him, I'd have a ship-cloak. Probably has contraband aboard right now. I don't think we'll see him at all.”

“I think you're right. I think he's long since gone.”

Jack powered up the ship. The hum of finely-tuned engineering vibrated the seat beneath him. Hold that thought! he thought, you won't see me at all!

He steered the ship out of its subterranean parkway space and pointed it at the stars.

Aboard the Imperial Patrol, sensors alarms began to flash, blaring their warnings at the two slack-jawed, empty-eyed patrolmen.

Jack engaged the main engine and launched the ship skyward. Two incognizant patrolmen watched without a twitch as their monitors tracked the Salvager.

Just get us off planet, he told the cube. Once in space, he could evade with a series of random hops.

Misty watched placidly, if attentively, from the co-pilot's chair.

As they hit the ionosphere, a thought occurred to Jack: “How did you get past the gene-lock?” He turned to stare at Misty.

Wide-eyed, she blinked at him.

“Bogey, bearing eight-one-nine, engage!” The patrolmen came to life.

“We've been spotted!” Jack picked the Vulpecula system at random and dropped the ship into an evasion pattern.

Just before the first hop, the ship slewed.

“Tractor beam” flashed on the screen, and Jack cursed.

The stars blanked out and a new set replaced them, but the patrol clung tenaciously.

“Come on, baby, shake 'em!”

The stars blanked again, and a fiery sun appeared a parsec away. “Tractor beam” continued to flash.

“You're under arrest,” blared their speakers, the patrol using an override to commandeer the Scavenger's com system.

“Kiss my black hole!” Jack said, reversing the polarity to the hull in the hopes of breaking the tractor beam's hold.

The ship hopped again, and they appeared inside a nebula briefly, the thick plasmas nearly sending the shields into overload, but also weakening the tractor beam further.

The next hop took them to the Seven Sisters, and the “tractor beam” warning died.

“We did it!” Jack said, exulting, but he let the ship complete three more random hops before he was sure.

On the fourth hop, the Tuscana constellation appeared around them, and Jack powered down the ship, leaving on only the passive sensors. Without engines or other active systems, they would look like a derelict floating aimlessly in space.

Jack looked at the cube.

The silver surface stared back at him blankly.

Just in case, he willed them to be transparent.

The cube surface turned black.

“I knew you could do it, Jack!” Misty said with a squeal.

“We did it, or at least I think we did. Just to make sure, we'll wait awhile. Let's get something to eat while we wait,” he told Misty, “and then we gotta sell that hold full of junk before I can take you to Torgas Prime.”







Chapter 3

They walked the long avenue leading into the city of Perth on the garbage planet Corolla Tertius in the constellation Coronis Australis. On either side of the avenue stood slatted fences, little obscuring what lay beyond them. Mountains of junk soared in haphazard profusion, eclipsing any sight of the horizon. The gray, sultry sky seemed inadequate to contain the voluminous discard, the detritus of a hundred thousand occupied worlds.

Corolla Tertius had been Jack's first stop after stowing away on the garbage scow from Alpha Tuscana when he was twelve years old. Undeniably, the garbage planet held a comforting familiarity for him.

The mountains of refuse on either side of the avenue appeared to be moving. Upon closer inspection, the refuse itself wasn't actually moving, but hordes of scavengers were. The gleaners, they were called, picking through recently-dumped scow-loads of garbage for materials that might be recycled or reused.

Jack had been among them when he'd first arrived on Corolla Tertius, happy to explore what had been dumped here as garbage. One person's junk …

“How come we're walking?” Misty asked, flitters whizzing past both ways on the avenue.

“'Cause Jack can't even afford a taxi, much less all the gowns, jewels, staff, and what-not that an arriving princess will be expected to wear, not to mention the fuel needed to get to Torgas Prime.” The stench of garbage on either side was nearly overpowering.

She glared at him from under her brow.

“I said I'd get you there, right?” he asked, annoyed.

“Yeah?” Her voice looped upward, the question audible.

“So you can trust me to do that, Princess Misty Circi, or you can ask someone else.” He didn't expect her to understand all the variables and hurdles, but he did expect her to have some patience.

“All right, I just might.”

He raised an eyebrow at her, stepping around what was clearly a gear casing for a landing strut. Must've fallen over the fence, he thought, the fence bulging precariously from the weight of junk it tried to contain. “Just might what?”

“Trust you,” she said, smiling with that perfect, classic face.

A face that opened the joy in his heart. He didn't know why, but just looking at her gave him hope and instilled in him a sense of redemption and purpose.

He'd had little enough of all three in his life.

Ahead was a warefront—the front of a warehouse—whose shoddy appearance lent itself to the idea that it might have grown out of the junk behind it. The smell wasn't any better inside than out.

A weather-beaten, toothless derelict looked up from a glasma counter in better shape that he was. “That you, Jack?”

“Sure is, Busby. Look at you, workin' the counter. Moving up in the galaxy!”

The two men embraced. “What brings you back, boy?” He threw his working eye toward the girl, the glasma one remaining fixed to Jack's face.

Jack was surprised he had a prosthetic. Only then did he notice that the iris was a vertical almond-shape, probably from a stuffed, big-game cat. “This here's Misty.”

“I'm a princess!” she piped up.

Busby giggled openly. “What'd you do, Jack, marry a Queen?” He threw his head back and laughed, blackened stubs where teeth should have been. His face had the puckered lemon look of the chronic edentulous.

“Not quite,” Jack replied. “Hey, I got a half-a-load I need to sell. What's your rate today?”

Busby's hand shot up toward the sign, the forefinger missing its last joint.

“A quarter galacti per ton? Last I was here it was four bits, twice that.”

“It's the market, Jack. You know the song and dance.”

Every choreographed step of it. At that price, he wouldn't even fill his tank. He didn't have much hope of cajoling Busby to up his payout.

Misty tugged on his sleeve.

He looked down at her, saw her glance toward his pocket. Could I use the cube and have him triple his price? he wondered excitedly.

The swirling misery inside Busby's head flooded through Jack.

He stopped himself. Busby had taken Jack under his wing when the twelve-year-old orphan had been dumped from the garbage scow with the rest of its refuse, had shown him how to spot valuable glean, how to keep from being sucked into giving away what he'd collected, how to outsmart the other gleaners, who were as likely to steal his pickings as to find their own.

“Show old Busby your teeth,” Jack whispered, nodding toward the trash collector and hoping he didn't get jealous.

Misty looked at Busby, smiling slowly, widening it until a full rictus had plastered her face.

Busby laughed again, joy in his eyes. “I can't tell you how good it is to see you, boy, how much I enjoyed having you at my side. How about four tenths per ton, Jack? I could do that for you.”

“What a charmer,” Jack told Misty as they were climbing into the taxi outside. To celebrate, they went to the fanciest restaurant on Perth.

Shredded banners hung limp in the stench-filled breeze, a stench replaced by the smell of roast beast, when the wind was right. The warped and stained wooden benches barely held their weight as they wolfed down real food, probably made from the pig-sized rodents who fought with the gleaners over loads newly dumped from the bellies of scows, the roast beast a far sight better than the flavored mush synthed aboard the ship and served in their own edible bowls.

Downtown Perth looked little different from the outskirts. The buildings were taller and the streets were cleaner, but the architecture was similar if more chic. Fancy dilapidation, the motif was called, a high-class garbage dump.

Under a statue of Captain James Stirling, who'd named Perth in the 110th century following the Diaspora, Jack and Misty fed the birds their leftovers, giggling and watching the antics as pigeons and seagulls fought over the scraps. These citified birds were far smaller version of the ones who flocked above the dumps in all directions around Perth, scattering only when a scow descended from the skies.

The inscription under the statue amused them both: “In the name of God, the Father, and his Majesty King George III, I do hereby consecrate this ground as the first free settlement in all of Coronis Australis, may its residents long enjoy clean living.”

“Do you think he knew it'd be one big garbage dump?” Misty asked, and they both dissolved in laughter.

Jack stopped suddenly, sitting up, the feeling of being watched dropping dread like a lead weight into his bowels.

Half a dozen people strolled leisurely through the square. Streets bordered all four sides, their sidewalks somewhat crowded.

There, at one corner, a man looking away. At another corner, a woman browsing something in her hand a bit too intently. Jack didn't need to look toward the other two corners.

“We're being watched,” Misty said.

He still found it disconcerting how well she knew his thoughts.

“Who are they?”

“Oh, variety of possibilities. Maybe the collection company hired by my first wife to get her spousal support. Half a dozen worlds think I owe them various fines—I've never been arrested on Corolla Tertius, I swear—so it can't be here. And well, I am a few months late on my Salvager payments. Come on.” He stood and strode aggressively toward the man who'd looked away.

They despised confrontation, these collection agents. It was what they least expected and most feared. A hostile target was a dangerous target. Oh, yeah, they call them recipients, Jack thought. Euphemistic confabulation.

Misty a step behind him, Jack strode resolutely at the man.

He half-turned as though interested in something else.

Jack collided with him, knocking him to the ground. “Sorry,” he said. He wasn't and kept on walking, crossing the street and turning west toward the spaceport.

He ventured a look back.

The man and two collection companions stood watching him from the corner, brushing the dirt off him.

Jack took the next turn, walked half a block, loped up an alley, then stepped to the curb and hailed a taxi.

“That happen often?” Misty asked, settling in the back seat beside Jack.

“Makes life interesting,” he said. “They'll probably have agents at the spaceport. Only way they could have tracked me here was my landing. They're all public information.”

“All landings?”

“Listen, kid, I don't make enough money to bribe every space traffic controller who happens to handle my landing requests. We'll have to think of some way to avoid them. I know you don't have much experience in this type of thing but if you've got ideas, I'd like to hear them.” If this is that same collection agency, he thought, they probably know most of my tricks.

“Since they probably know most of your tricks, it'll have to be something original.”

He snorted, bemused by her. “You a mind-reader, kid?”

“My name's Misty, and it's Princess Misty to you, Mister.”

Jack roared with laughter, loving her cheek.

“You want any help or not?” she asked in mock pique.

“Of course, my Lady Princess Misty.” He inclined his head toward her.

“That's what I thought, so check the cheek, pal.”

“Yes, m'lady.”

They shared a laugh as the taxi pulled to a stop across from the spaceport entrance, as instructed.

Duty free shops selling mostly memorabilia crowded the area outside the spaceport entrance. Why memorabilia might be marketable on a planet as forgettable as Corolla Tertius was a mystery to Jack. He ducked into a shop to browse.

He checked his palmcom to see if the Scavenger had been refueled yet. In a hurry to leave, he hadn't had the chance to alert the dockmaster. He keyed in the request, and an autoreply alerted him to a twenty-minute wait.

“How does this look?” Misty had draped a boa over her shoulders. It trailed to her feet in a cascade of glittery tendrils, like a furry worm.

A display of mock official uniforms stood behind her.

Jack smiled. We've got a little time, he thought.

* * *

I hoped she can do this, Jack thought, following Misty at a respectful five paces, a manservant cap pulled low over his brow, a uniform-looking suit decking him from head to toe, sans insignia.

They'd fashioned a tiara from a bracelet, found a sequined evening gown to modify to her size, and snatched the red pumps from a girl-sized doll.

She erased his every doubt in the first encounter.

“Boy,” she said to the youngish valet at one concourse door, “My fool servant—” she gestured vaguely over her shoulder in Jack's direction —“has not only lost my port pass and credentials, he didn't even have the wherewithal to alert my father, King Quantus of Fornacis Secondus, of my predicament. Can you show him what competence is and get me a shuttle out to my yacht, please?”

The valet perked right up. “Certainly, Lady—”

“Princess Misty Circi,” she said, and then turned on Jack. “Fool!”

He cringed obediently.

The valet jumped to do her bidding.

As they were en route to the posh side of the spaceport, Misty asked the shuttle driver to take them to the opposite end, where all the independent traders were relegated. The driver glanced askance at her.

“The fool servant of mine even forgot where we parked!” She cuffed him for emphasis, sitting behind him in the back seat.

The driver threw a pitying glance in Jack's direction and banked the flitter.

“Right here is fine, driver.”

They'd seen a shadowy figure slouched against a landing strut two spaces over from the Salvager. Their paltry disguises weren't likely to work on people who had a profile on Jack. Their disguises might be thick, but that profile was pretty thick, too.

“All right, miss genius, what now?” Jack asked, peering toward the Scavenger from behind a cargo transport five spaces over. They'd spotted two additional collectors surveilling the Scavenger.

“Why don't we walk right up to the ship and say it's under contract to King Quintus?”

“They'll recognize me, even in this suit,” he replied.

“Not if you exert a little influence.”

“Eh? What do you mean?” He saw her glance at his pocket. He kept forgetting about the cube. And he didn't owe these hired pests an electron's worth of anything, unlike Busby, who'd helped him out when he was young. “All right, let's try it.”

She led the way.

He admired how good she was. Stars above, what am I thinking? She should be practicing her social graces, not trying to finagle her way past a debt collector!

Cap down, gaze on her feet five paces ahead, he followed.

The nearest surveiller intercepted them at the Scavenger hatch.

“Jack who? You must have the wrong ship. The one's under contract to King Quintus of Fornacis Secondus. There are at least three other ships here named 'the Scavenger.' And at least two others by the name of 'Salvager.' Get out of my way!”

You don't see me, Jack thought, feeling the bewilderment. You must be mistaken. Check your records.

“Uh, pardon, your Ladyship, I must be mistaken. I'll check my records. You would mind waiting white I do so?”

“Sorry, I'm already late. If this idiot servant of mine hadn't lost my port pass and credentials, I'd have left long ago. A princess can't get decent help these days, I swear!” She kicked Jack in the shin. “Dolt!”
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