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  PART ONE


  A PLANETARY DANGER


  CHAPTER ONE


  CHARLIE


  Charlie Windar stood on his skimmer, knees slightly bent to absorb the small shocks of his speed. The pilot’s seat acted like a brace. The engine fed silently on stored sunlight and pushed the craft so fast that the wind chapped Charlie’s cheeks and stung water from his eyes. The forests of Goland went on and on below him, the first new leaves of spring opening out and shining bright yellow-green. Morning sun warmed his back and made diamond patterns on thin ribbons of water that tumbled over rocks and fell down the faces of cliffs.


  A band on his wrist vibrated.


  He slapped his arm, effectively turning on a whole universe of communication. “What is it?”


  “Distress call.”


  He sat down and flipped the skimmer to autopilot. “Give it to me.”


  “Hold onto your anger.” Jean Paul Rosseau’s familiar voice conveyed both worry and sarcasm in equal measures. “A family seems to have misplaced their teenagers.”


  “Runaways?”


  “Hard to tell. The parents smell like smugglers to me.”


  Charlie pursed his lips, reflecting on the idiots who often ran through the way-too-loose planetary security on Lym to prove themselves against tooth and claw or hunt for treasure in some long-dead city. It did make him angry—it always made him angry. But Jean Paul was right. “Where are they?”


  “The scared parents? About ten klicks from you. At the top of the Blue Canyons.”


  “What do you know about the kids?”


  “Three boys, red haired, all healthy. Twelve, fifteen, and sixteen.”


  The worst ages of young male stupidity. “Used to gravity?”


  “They say so.” Jean Paul sounded doubtful.


  Charlie stood again and surveyed the trees below him, as if the kids would just pop up there and wave at him. “How long have they been missing?”


  “A day and a half.”


  “Shit.”


  “Good luck. Be careful.”


  “I’ll let you know when I find the kids.” Sometimes he never even found bodies.


  “I’ll make myself a cup of stim,” Jean Paul promised. “Be right here for you, no matter how long it takes.”


  “Thanks.” Charlie told the skimmer to fly lower and set up a search pattern. It would show him everything that was both breathing and bigger than a bird and even help him identify a human signature. Of course if the boys actually had died, it wouldn’t help.


  Raptors circled on rising columns of warming air. Two flocks of bright orange startles rose up just ahead of him. Charlie cursed when the skimmer hit one of the tiny birds, sending its body tumbling back into the thin canopy. Grazing angle-hops moved together, the big-eared herd looking up as the arrow-shaped shadow of the skimmer touched their clearing.


  The computer showed him the bright heat of mammals and birds below the forest canopy as lights on his screen, color coded for species and movement. Tags embedded in larger animals declared that two were marsupials and one was a hunting cat stretched out on a tree-trunk as long as Charlie was tall. He catalogued the cat as interesting but kept his focus on looking for untagged humans.


  The forest gave way to stony ground filled with short scrub trees and spiny grasses, a place where life depended on deep roots thrust into meager soil. The day heated, and life hid under rocks and roots. Sweat stuck his shirt to his back. The skimmer’s trajectory turned again, still over the rocky plain. He admired the stark interplay of gray and black, shadow and rock, the occasional punctuation of pale green. Pale yellow flowers bloomed in the shade of rocks.


  Twelve heat signatures blossomed onto the screen in front of him.


  He drew his gun, started the familiar, fluid motion of his safety checks.


  An audible beep signaled a living human. Then another. He listened for the third.


  Nothing.


  That left ten tongats: four-legged pack predators half the height of a man. He was close enough to see details. The hair on their spines stood up and their ears pricked forward and back. Most crouched low, shoulders hunched, ready to spring. The biggest and blackest of the beasts circled the pack at a lope. The pack surrounded a small hill of jumbled rocks just clear of a scraggly tree line.


  One boy knelt on top of the highest rock. He held a gun pointed at the closest tongat, but he wasn’t firing. A second boy stood behind him, scanning the horizon. Jean Paul hadn’t been kidding about the red hair—they might as well have worn fire for hats.


  Only two.


  Charlie glanced down and verified that his gun was fully charged: four lights blinking green for ready. His right foot signaled the skimmer to pick up speed. He stood again, searching for the third teen.


  The kneeling boy fired and one of the tongats yelped. None fell.


  The standing boy turned in circles, his attention so completely on the predators that he hadn’t yet noticed Charlie. The bottom of his shirt had been torn off, and his exposed skin had brightened to a sunburnt red.


  To frightened boys, the attacking beasts would be big and fast and scary, maybe the scariest thing they had ever seen. Other fears would plague them as well. The open sky above them, the horizon. Everything would look wrong. No one born in space came here prepared for a place with almost no walls.


  Ships were big flying coffins and the pictures he’d seen of space stations looked like planets turned inside out and robbed of their horizons.


  Charlie felt sorry for the boys, if not for the parents. He squeezed the gun handle, his palm print and the pressure of it identifying him to the weapon. He was ready.


  He came in close, slowing the skimmer and starting a wide circle around the boy’s location.


  A few of the tongats looked up, recognizing him as a threat. He fired at the big black one first, grimacing as he hit it. The animal stumbled but kept going. He ignored it for the moment, using a single shot to bring down the one closest to the boys.


  It took four slow revolutions of his skimmer before the last tongat fell.


  The boy still pointed his weapon at them.


  Charlie turned on his loudspeaker. “Put your gun down.”


  The boy fired. The body of the animal closest to him jerked.


  “Now.”


  The boy glanced up and hesitated, and for a moment it appeared he wouldn’t obey. Then he laid his weapon down and stood up. In a delayed reaction, he began to wave his hands above his head in a “look at me” gesture.


  Charlie thumbed his line to Jean Paul open. “Found two of them. Apparently they were hunting tongats.”


  Something in Charlie’s voice must have clued in Jean Paul. “Tongats hunting them now, huh?”


  “Yeah.” Charlie’d seen it happen before. Spacers mystified him.


  “Stupidity. Are you safe?”


  “Yeah. I’m on my way to talk to them. At least one is armed. Keep your line open so you can hear the conversation.”


  “Got your back.”


  “Always.” Charlie smiled grimly and toed the skimmer into a careful landing. The closest flat place was half a klick away, so he had to make his way to the boys through the bodies of tongats. It saddened him greatly to see the big beasts so still. He walked close enough to the one the boy had shot to see that the bullet had gone clean through the thick neck, missing both the spine and the jugular vein. A thin trickle of blood stained the animal’s black coat with a bright, wet line. Damn.


  He stopped at the bottom of the rock pile, looking up at the trespassers. The bigger boy looked wary and the smaller simply shell-shocked. Both had the ultra-white skin of spacers and thin, slightly elongated bodies.


  Charlie took a deep breath and tried to calm his anger over the tongats. “I’m a ranger. Charlie Windar. You’re trespassing.”


  The small one managed to stutter out, “Th-thank you. Thank you.”


  He looked so pathetic that Charlie dredged up a smile he didn’t feel. “You’re welcome.” He started up but stopped halfway. A body lay sprawled on a flat rock below the boys’ perch, one leg shattered. White bone protruded from his leg in two places. Blood had pooled and congealed on the rock, and ants crawled through the blood. The dead boy’s white face appeared twisted by pain even after death. Probably the middle boy, the fifteen-year-old.


  If they’d been anywhere near civilization, he would have lived. The bloody bottom of the smaller boy’s shirt tied around the dead one’s leg was the only sign of any attempt at medical attention. Another problem with spacers; they lived inches from good medical care.


  Charlie closed the dead boy’s eyes before he climbed the rest of the way to the top of the rocks and asked the older boy, “What happened?”


  “Richard fell.” He spoke calmly, although his voice shook. “We were climbing up behind him and suddenly we just couldn’t see him. We tried to tell him to wait for the doc, but he couldn’t do it.”


  The younger one said, “It got dark. We stayed here and halfway through the night the big dogs started howling and they kept coming closer. This morning they were here so we couldn’t go for help.”


  “What’s your name?” Charlie asked.


  “Justin. And this is my big brother, Sam.”


  Sam looked displeased to have his name revealed so easily. From time to time he glanced at the patch on Charlie’s shoulder that proclaimed him an officer of the law.


  “Why did you come out here?” Charlie asked him.


  “Aren’t you going to take us back?”


  “Not yet.”


  The boys exchanged a worried look.


  “Why’d you come?” Charlie asked again.


  “Dad said we should know what a planet is like.”


  “Did he tell you to hunt?”


  Neither boy answered.


  “Did you want to kill a tongat?”


  “No,” Sam said, but Justin nodded. A brief angry look crossed Sam’s face, and then he looked accusingly at Charlie. “You killed them. You killed all of them.”


  “No, I didn’t. And that’s why we’re staying right here. We need to take care of them.”


  Neither Sam nor Justin appeared to be wearing any technology. Their clothes were nothing much either: ragged ship’s jumpsuits and scuffed boots that needed new soles.


  Justin retreated to the far edge of the rock, the look on his face so lost and unhappy that Charlie felt the tug of it on his heart. He spoke softly, as if talking to a wild animal. “Don’t you fall.”


  Sam looked him up and down, appearing a little more interested. “Do you eat tongats?”


  “No.” He glanced over at the still forms. “No. We protect them. That’s what we’re going to do now. Sit here until they all wake up.”


  “They’re not dead?” Justin asked in a high, thin voice.


  “No.” Charlie held out his hand. “Sam, give me your gun.”


  “I can’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “It’s not mine. It’s my dad’s.”


  Charlie nodded. “I have something to do, and I’m going to make sure you can’t point that thing at me.”


  Charlie stood still, hand out, working hard to keep his face neutral. In the space of about ten breaths, the gun landed in his hand, a little heavier than he expected. “Thank you. Now stay here.”


  “What about Richard?” Sam said.


  “Richard doesn’t care what happens next. But you two are safe enough. You can watch me from here.” Without waiting to see how the boys reacted, Charlie climbed carefully through the rocks and went back to the injured animal he’d checked on the way in. He pulled a med-kit from his pack and sutured the wound, one hand on the warm, thick neck muscle. His attention roamed back and forth from his work to the beast’s wide mouth, which was full of impressive off-white teeth. Once, he jerked back when the animal shuddered head to tail as if shaking off a fly.


  As soon as he finished he stepped back a few steps. “Jean Paul?”


  “Yes.”


  “We’ll be here another hour or two. Do you know where I should take the boys?”


  “The coordinates are in your nav system.”


  “Thanks. Parents in custody?”


  “Yep. Said the boys ran away but we think they sent them off so they could do a deal with other smugglers.”


  “Fits the boy’s story.”


  “Sad,” Jean Paul said.


  Charlie glanced back up at the boys. They sat side by side, watching him solemnly. He went to the skimmer and opened a cargo compartment, pulling out a pack.


  When he got back to the rocks by the boys he settled down comfortably in a middle of the widest, flattest rock near the top.


  “I want to go home,” Justin said.


  “Did you know there are animals that would eat these tongats if they came across them in this sorry state?”


  “They tried to kill us,” Sam said. He was standing, his arms crossed. “I want my gun.”


  “Now that there’s no danger?”


  Sam looked away, anger and impotence on his face.


  Charlie felt like the kind of mean adult he’d hated when he was kid. Still, they’d lost a brother. “I’m sorry about Richard.”


  “Can we bring him home?” Justin asked.


  “Yes.” He patted the rock next to him.


  Neither boy moved.


  “We’re going to be waiting a while. You might as well sit down.” He pulled the pack onto his lap and extracted two water pouches, setting one on each side of him.


  It took a while but eventually both boys sat down, one on each side, even though Sam stayed as far away as he could without falling off of the rock. To his credit, he sucked on the water slowly, and didn’t finish it all.


  The younger boy sat close enough to touch Charlie, and he simply looked sad and tired. Charlie resisted an urge to put an arm around him. “Did either of you sleep last night?”


  “No,” Justin said. “I was trying to keep Richard awake talking to him.” He stopped for a moment, blinking back tears and then turning his face away. After a few deep, shuddering breaths, he turned back to Charlie. “He lived until halfway through the night.”


  “I’m sorry. You know this place is off-limits to humans.”


  “You’re here,” Sam said.


  “Good thing for you. But there’s two continents where you’re not allowed to go on Lym. Here on Goland, and do you know the other one?”


  “Entare.”


  “So you did know better than to come out here.”


  “Dad told us to see the wild places before they’re all gone.”


  “They’re not going to be gone,” Charlie said. “We’re keeping them for everyone. And Lagara is almost a park. People visit there every year.”


  “Rich people,” Sam said.


  “There’s some truth in that.”


  Sam looked surprised that Charlie agreed with him. “So what were we supposed to do?”


  Charlie fell silent, pondering. “Respect the boundaries. The same way I’m respecting the tongats out there. We almost destroyed this place once, and then we almost destroyed it again. This time that’s not going to happen.”


  “Are you sure?” Justin asked.


  “Yes.” Charlie drank some water himself. He pointed in front of them. “Look. One of the tongats is getting up already.”


  Sam and Justin were silent as they watched the biggest animal stand up and shake itself, looking one way and then another and then nosing a packmate’s flank. “See,” Charlie said. “They’re a family. They watch out for each other.”


  “They tried to kill us.”


  “You were invading their home.”


  “Will they hurt us now?” Justin shrank closer to Charlie, almost touching him.


  Charlie’s glasses pinged for danger and he blinked a few times, adjusting his view, taking in the size of the heat signature behind him. “Charlie?” Jean Paul’s worried whisper vibrated in his ear. “Do you see it?”


  Charlie whispered in turn to the boys. “Stay completely still. Don’t make any sound. None.” He checked his gun, stood up and turned slowly. A huge animal stood on its hind legs about twenty meters in front of him, just at the bottom of the rocks. He drew in a sharp breath and his hand tightened on his gun barrel. Being above it might not help very much.


  “Boys,” he whispered. “Stand up as slowly as you can and be careful not to fall.”


  Justin’s arm slid around Charlie’s waist and Sam let out a tiny moan, then went silent.


  The predator cousin of the jumpers he’d flown over earlier stood three times the size of a man, with a long neck and snout and huge haunches. A thick, long tail twitched on the ground. Its neck moved like a snake’s, back and forth, back and forth. Vestigial wings fluttered on its back and the small hands attached to them reached out sideways as if pulling on the air.


  Justin whimpered. His braver brother whispered, “A rakul. A real rakul.”


  Charlie swallowed. “That’s what might have eaten the tongats that might have eaten you.”


  “What do we do?” Sam whispered back.


  “Nothing, unless it comes closer. It’s trying to decide what to do.”


  A howl came up from behind them. The rakul raised its head and looked around. It bounded close enough for Charlie to make out the small fine feathers on its arms and the folds in the leathery skin of its neck. Its teeth were as big as his forearm. A breeze blew the smell of carrion and earth toward them.


  Justin buried his face in Charlie’s stomach. Charlie’s free arm snuck around the kid, patting his back awkwardly. The other hand flexed at the gun, keeping it ready. He’d need a very precise shot to even slow a rakul.


  Time slowed. The beast glanced at them directly from time to time. It bent to sniff at a tongat body and then lifted its head again, apparently surprised that the possible dinner in front of it was alive.


  Charlie aimed his gun at the rakul. His hand shook. His own rules told him to allow predators to kill, but he had put the tongat in harm’s way, and it shouldn’t die because he’d stunned it.


  Another tongat bayed, then a third.


  The rakul glanced around and then cried out. The high-pitched screech drove a smile out of Charlie.


  Other than his hand patting Justin’s back, he wasn’t certain he could move if he had to, even in self-defense. His eye stayed on the beast, drinking details. He’d never been so close to one. “What terrible beauty,” he whispered, and Justin clutched him harder.


  The tongat closest to the rakul pushed itself up and then raced away, a little unsteady on its feet but obviously driven by fear.


  Two more rakuls came up over the rocky ridge, both bigger than the one they stared at. The biggest called sharply. The one close to them turned and jumped away, its thick tail thumping with every leap.


  Charlie closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then opened them and double-checked. Nothing. “It’s fine, Jean Paul,” he whispered. “It’s all fine. It’s gone. They’re gone. There were three of them.” He turned and did a three-sixty visual scan of the area. “The tongats are gone, too.”


  Jean Paul’s relieved laugh on the other end broke the spell. “Wouldn’t you be gone if you could run fast enough to outpace a rakul?”


  “Even the one the boy shot got away.”


  “They’re lucky beasties,” Jean Paul said.


  “The tongats? You bet. I’m bringing the kids in.”


  It took thirty minutes to bundle the body and the two living kids into the skimmer. “I don’t have helmets that fit you,” he told them. “You’ll have to close your eyes when we go fast.”


  “Okay.”


  Even though they weren’t moving fast yet, Sam had his eyes closed when he said, “The rakuls might be big enough.”


  “Big enough for what?” Charlie asked him as he stepped on the gas a little, sending the skimmer lurching lightly forward.


  “Big enough to stop the ice pirates.”


  Charlie blinked. “Probably not. Hard for flesh to stand up to machines. But the ice pirates can’t get here. We’re way inside the Ring.”


  “Pirates have been coming inside the Ring. More than usual.”


  Charlie stiffened. “Who told you that?”


  “My dad.”


  “Was he trying to scare you?”


  Sam was quiet for a long time. Eventually he said, “No. I think he was scared.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  NONA


  The room reeked of antiseptic and medication, the sharp scents fighting the thick flowery smell of lilies. It was enough to make someone sick. Nona coughed. The miasma of smells clotting her throat felt like death. Death was close—very close. Her mother Marcelle’s skin had gone the white of the nurse’s uniforms, so thin that spidery veins latticed her cheeks and ran in red threads along the pale line of her neck. Her body had thinned too; she could be a child huddled under the soft blue throw.


  Nona and her mom had spent so many years being confused one for the other that Marcelle’s fall into old age seemed impossible, like a bad dream Nona would wake from any moment. She checked the small mirror above the sink from time to time, as if she needed confirmation that the horror happening to her mother wasn’t happening to her. Her own skin was still taut with youth. Her blue eyes matched the blue streaks in her hair, which hung heavy and limp in the medical air.


  It hurt to see her mom so weak. Marcelle had been a warrior once, a lieutenant in Ruby Martin’s army. She had fought in an insurrection long before she came home here to the station the Diamond Deep. She had even fought ice pirates as The Creative Fire came home after generations in space. She had fought disease and illiteracy and every unfair thing she ever came across. But for Marcelle, for everyone who was born on the spaceship, the fucking unfair cheat of old age had stolen their lives. That was the only way she could think of it—all of the people she loved the most in the world, all of her family, gone or almost gone. Doddering. Forgetful. Trapped in robotic chairs.


  Old age sucked.


  Nona had been the first person from The Creative Fire to be born here on the Deep and given the cocktails of life. A month or two either way, a tiny change in the priorities of the returning crew from the Deep, a little less financial success on the part of Ruby the Red, and Nona would be age-spotted and weak by now.


  She hated death. Not only her own death, but all death. She’d lost her father the year before, and the pain of Onor’s passing was so deep that this loss—this final loss—couldn’t hurt her more. Not really. It couldn’t.


  A nurse brought in another vase full of flowers—blue roses this time. An impossible color that had to be engineered—so bright Nona thought they might glow if the lights of the medical monitors ever went off and let the room be truly dark. At least the roses didn’t smell as strong as the lilies. “From Satyana,” the nurse mumbled.


  “Thanks.” After the door closed again, Nona whispered to her mom. “Are you awake?”


  No movement. Just the slightly rasping sounds of thin and labored breath.


  “Satyana sent you flowers. They’re exactly the color of her eyes.” She took her mother’s hand. “I’m going to miss you, mom. I will. So much.” Marcelle’s hand was cold, the fingers almost turned to claws. “It’s going to be hard.” A whine edged Nona’s voice, and she hated whiners.


  She’d survive this. Somehow. She didn’t want Marcelle to remember her whining.


  She stood and stretched, taking a deep breath. “Do you want some music?” Without waiting for an answer, she turned on some of Marcelle’s favorite music, traditional songs from the old revolution that Nona had never really liked. But this wasn’t her last moment. It was her mom’s. Or close. On the way in—hours ago now—the nurses had told her to expect death. They’d taken her aside and said, “A day or two. That’s all. Maybe less. Do you want support?”


  She’d laughed at them, playing tough. “I’ll be okay. Really.” They had been steady, looking back at her with no comment. They were always steady, full of the angelic beatitude of hospice nurses. It didn’t help that they worshipped Marcelle. And Ruby, whose dolorous and dead voice filled the room.


  “Honey?”


  Nona turned at the unexpected sound of her mother’s voice. Marcelle looked stronger than she had for days. “Yes?” Nona took her mom’s hand again. It felt cold and still, as if her hand had already lost contact with her heart. “Yes?”


  “Remember what you promised your dad?”


  She nodded. A tear she hadn’t even felt landed on the back of her hand. “I do.”


  “We didn’t tell you.” She stopped and swallowed, her hand gripping Nona’s almost as strongly as she used to. “There’s enough for you to go. You can go to Lym. There’s more than we ever told you.”


  Nona had planned to go anyway. She’d saved enough for a volunteer’s passage. She’d studied the ecosystem to make herself worth putting on the list. She leaned down and kissed her mom on the forehead. “I’ll go find a sky, mom. I can’t promise I’ll stay on Lym, but I promise to see a sunset. For dad.”


  “Go. For. You.” Marcelle’s voice faded a little. Then she gripped and pulled so that she was sitting up, the muscles of arms that had been too weak to hold a cup somehow holding her up as she clutched Nona’s arm. “Satyana. See Satyana.”


  “Okay, mom.”


  “Promise?”


  “I promise. I’ll go find Satyana.”


  “Do you see her?”


  “Satyana?”


  “No. Ruby.”


  Her mom had been claiming she saw her old friend in the corners of the room for three days now. A ghost. A memory. Ruby had seen Nona born, had held her once. But Nona had no memory at all of her famous ancestor. Or sort-of ancestor. Whatever. She’d actually never been able to sort out the relationship between Ruby and Marcelle and Onor. They guarded that time in their emotional lives, the only clues pictures of the three of them in infinite varieties of twosomes.


  At best, Marcelle was seeing the past. She’d remembered scenes from Nona’s childhood, birthday parties and trips to garden habs that Nona didn’t remember even after Marcelle recited every detail down to the color of the wrapping on presents. “I’m sure Ruby’s there, mom. If you say she’s there, she must be there.”


  “I’m going to go with her now.”


  “Okay, mom.” Nona watched the light in her mom’s eyes dim. It took a long time. Over and over she whispered, “I love you,” like a mantra or a shield.


  When there was nothing left to do, Nona braced herself for the stab of loss that came when her dad died.


  It didn’t come. Not exactly. Instead she felt thinned and raw, insubstantial.


  Marcelle slipped down her arm, the strength gone from her fingers. Nona caught her gently, laying the shell of her mother down on the bed and then sitting and staring at her face, unable to look away.


  Ruby’s voice kept spilling from the wall speakers. Surely that was why Marcelle thought she saw her. Ruby was everywhere in the room—in a portrait on the wall, in the music, in the weight of Marcelle’s life.


  The music played through until it stopped.


  The door opened. Nona didn’t look up; the corpse had bespelled her. It didn’t matter. Only Satyana smelled or walked like Satyana. Ship’s grease and flowers and credit and fancy clothes and good hair products and success. Satyana was all of those things at once, and each of them more than anyone else Nona knew. A power of a woman, a force. Almost a mother to Nona as well, or at least Satyana thought so.


  For once Satyana didn’t issue any orders. She sat down on the bed opposite Nona and quietly asked, “Are you okay?”


  “I’m a little dizzy.” She hadn’t realized it until Satyana asked.


  “Let’s go.”


  “Where?”


  “Did your mom tell you to come see me?”


  Nona nodded, apprehensive.


  “I’m available now.” Satyana said it like time with her was a gift.


  “I’m not. I have to see to mom.”


  Satyana gave her a long assessing look. As usual, Satyana didn’t seem to approve of what she saw.


  [image: ]


  Losing her mom didn’t hurt the same as losing her dad. It wasn’t sharp. It destroyed her in a completely different way. Other than the occasional round of tears that snuck up on her in bathrooms or in the middle of the night, she became a ghost on the Deep. She begged off work, avoided crowded galleys, and stayed alone with just herself and the vast hole that filled her insides.


  She ignored Satyana for a week before she called. “I’m ready.”


  “Good. I’ll meet you tonight.” With that, Satyana hung up abruptly, surely right in the middle of some deal or important social event.


  Nona hadn’t really wanted to talk to her anyway. She showered and dressed in neat, pressed blue pants and a white blouse.


  Satyana met Nona on one of her ships. Of course. Everything important to Satyana happened on a ship. The Deep had almost as much livable surface area as a planet, but only if you added in the berths on the myriad ships that made up much of the perimeter of the station. Some came and went, of course, but others had simply been parked and absorbed into the fabric of the Deep. Satyana had come here on a ship, run out of credit, thrown a few parties, and decided to stay. Now she was the queen of entertainment on the Deep, and not incidentally, rich and powerful.


  Rich enough to give her ships stupid names.


  They were deep inside the Sultry Savior, Satyana’s newest cruiser-class ship. It was midsized and midpowered and still more expensive than any one human should be able to afford. At least Satyana hadn’t forced a tour on her. She’d taken Nona through security with a hand wave and settled her onto a comfortable couch and given her a bulb of tea and a blanket.


  Nona sipped the sweet green tea and waited while Satyana cut fruit, her back to Nona. When she turned, she looked worried. “I’m sorry that we lost your mom.”


  “I know.” Satyana and Marcelle had worked together for decades, even though Nona had been sure Marcelle didn’t entirely trust the other woman. “I hate it that she had to die that way.”


  “Of being old?” Satyana asked.


  “Fucking age.”


  Satyana didn’t look at all shocked. “We’ll all die someday,” she said. “Maybe sooner than you think.”


  Satyana wanted her to ask what she meant, so Nona sipped at her tea and waited the older woman out.


  Satyana sat beside her. “This ship. The Sultry Savior?”


  “Yes.”


  “It was built for you.”


  Nona blinked. She didn’t want a ship. She sipped her tea, thinking over her last conversation with her mom. “To take me to see a sky?”


  “For you to command.”


  Nona spilled hot tea on her knee and jerked away from it, spilling more.


  Satyana held Nona’s hand still, steadied it, removed the cup. “Your parents commissioned her when you were thirty-five.”


  So long ago? “Does it take twenty years to build a starship?”


  “It takes longer to build a captain.”


  “You don’t approve of me.” Nona made it a statement.


  Satyana sat back, looking thoughtful. “I’m mystified. That’s all. There’s so much more to you.”


  Than what? Nona stiffened. “Shouldn’t you just say I’m not my mom and I’m not Ruby?”


  “Isn’t that obvious?”


  “I can’t be them. There’s no evil empire to fight. The Brawl is a third of the size it used to be and it’s almost humane. There’s nothing to fix.”


  “Is that it? Is it all too easy? Brace yourself.” Satyana’s expression looked far more serious than usual. “This would be a really good time to take on more responsibility.”


  Nona managed not to flinch, but only because she was used to Satyana. “And become a captain?” Nona couldn’t imagine it. She’s never even tried to fly the little skimmers that were readily available to get around the Deep via the outside, preferring the inner passageways and the trains and, under duress, the taxis.


  Satyana laughed. “Anyone who might have just given you a captaincy is dead. But you should start seeing the world soon. I’ll have someone fly you to Lym. Henry James can take you in the Savior.”


  “I can’t afford to fly my own ship anywhere.” Her parents had spent their lives working for the community that had come with them on The Creative Fire, never taking even their fair share of the community’s credit, never living in fancy habs or buying new clothes. They had given Nona years of education. They’d trained her as a diplomat and, when she didn’t get a good job with that skill, they let her learn station biology. Nona had leveraged that degree to teach at Startide University, which paid her daily living fee and as well as a small salary. “I’ve saved enough to buy passage down and back. On the Lower Glory. I’m helping in the garden to reduce the fare.” She shook her head, something Satyana had said earlier finally sinking in through the fog of the last week. “How’d they commission a ship?”


  “A friend of theirs drank himself to death, but he left them his money on the condition that it couldn’t go into the common pool.”


  “Naveen.”


  Satyana looked surprised. “Do you remember him?”


  “Only a little.”


  “His brilliance and greed saved your parent’s lives, but his addiction killed him early.”


  “He died of drinking?”


  “No—he died because he was drunk one day and went out an airlock. None of us knows why.”


  Nona knew she should react to her mysterious benefactor’s death, or at least to the idea that she had a mysterious benefactor. She’d been wrapped in her parent’s history for her whole life. She was still wrapped in the hole of them, the missing pieces they had taken with them. “I would rather go on the Lower Glory. I’m looking forward to learning about the biology of ship’s gardens.”


  To Nona’s surprise, Satyana looked pleased. “Do you want to know how much Naveen left you?”


  She closed her eyes. Her mom would have told her if she’d wanted her to know. But Marcelle had always been devoted to the common good—she had abhorred individual riches. “It’s far more than I need, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. And it’s been invested for a long time. It will change your world.”


  Wow. “Why didn’t mom spend the money?”


  Satyana let out a sharp laugh. “She liked being poor. She used to lecture me about lavish living if I bought an expensive drink.”


  Nona laughed as well. “I bet.” She examined the interior of the ship. The idea that it might be hers shocked her into seeing it differently. Everything was locked and bolted down, of course. A lot of the walls were white or silver, a few black in contrast. The place screamed for pictures. If she did ever take control of it, she’d decorate. “I was only about six when Naveen died. I remember he was a force in our lives for a while, that he came over for dinner and dominated the talk. They argued.”


  “Your parents helped thousands of people have good lives.”


  “I know.” Her mother had sacrificed time and credit to save every crewmember of The Creative Fire. Nothing had ever driven Nona as hard, possessed her and honed all of her decisions. It bothered her. She had always thought that when she grew up, she’d find a calling like her parents’ had, but she had been an adult for decades and it hadn’t happened yet. Satyana loved to pick at that particular wound. Nona shifted the conversation. “You sound like you think something’s changing.”


  “Do you remember your history? Your parents staved off a ship full of Next.”


  “Ice pirates?”


  “Yes.” Satyana’s face showed distaste for the term.


  “The fight was outside the Ring of Distance, right? Before they came back from all the flying?”


  “True. But the Next are coming in now. All the way into the Glittering.”


  Nona froze, stammered. “H-here?”


  “Not yet.”


  Nona sat up. “How do you know?”


  Satyana laughed, perhaps at the idea that any of her knowledge could be questioned. “The Historian is my friend.”


  So were the Economist and the Futurist and probably everyone else on the Council. “And the Council knows what? How?”


  “They know that there are more raids per year now than there were a decade ago. The Next are testing our defenses, finding weaknesses.” She leaned closer to Nona, her voice dropping. “Don’t tell anyone I told you so, but the Council is scared. Frightened to the bone. They’re building more warships, making alliances between stations where they would have been fighting trade wars before.”


  “Should we be scared of the pirates? Didn’t one of them turn out to be Ruby’s friend?”


  Satyana shrugged. “I only met Aleesi once. Briefly, the day she died. It doesn’t matter. One robot isn’t representative. The Next are rumored to have as much attack capability as we do now. Maybe they have more. And we have the good real estate.”


  “I’m no war captain.”


  “No. You’re not. This isn’t a warship. It’s built for diplomacy.”


  “I’m not a diplomat either,” Nona said.


  “You’re trained as one.”


  “I haven’t done it.”


  “And no one’s asking you to, not yet. You have the bloodlines, the history, the training. Now you have the ship. Almost, anyway.” Satyana had fallen into the cadence she used with staff, expecting Nona to hang on her every word. “It’ll come to you when I say it’s ready.”


  “It or me?”


  “We may need you.”


  She didn’t want to be anything Satyana wanted her to be. But for the first time since her mom’s death, the hole in her middle felt a tiny bit smaller. She had some new things to think about. “I’ll come back and talk to you. After I see a sky for dad.” And bury some of her parents’ ashes on Lym. Which wasn’t any of Satyana’s business. Maybe after that she could go to High Sweet Home, and visit her best friend, Chrystal. That would keep her away from Satyana for a while. “I’ll find you when I get back.”


  Satyana’s face was impossible to read. “I’ll see that we shake down the Savior. When you come back, I’ll go out in her with you.”


  Great.


  “Don’t you want to know what all you have now? What’s yours?”


  Nona shook her head. “Not yet. First I want to go see a fucking sky.”


  This time her swear word got a reaction. Maybe entertainment moguls didn’t curse.


  CHAPTER THREE


  CHRYSTAL


  The bold beat of drums filled the observation bubble above Testing Meadow Three on the station High Sweet Home. Chrystal Peterson struggled to keep the tempo. As usual, Katherine, Jason, and Yi tolerated her periodic mistakes. The drums had been her idea even if they were Jason’s handiwork, and yet she struggled more than the others to maintain cadence.


  Incense, baking bread, and cooking spices mingled in the warm air. Sweat ran down between Chrystal’s shoulder blades and dripped off her chin. Jason’s dark purple hair bounced as he moved. He raised his hand higher than usual and brought his hide drumstick down hard on the wide, painted drumhead. The others followed a half-beat behind him, even Chrystal. Three more beats, hard and slow and all together, and they stopped, faces flushed.


  Jason gave Chrystal a beseeching look and nodded toward the kitchen.


  She smiled. “Shall we eat?” Her cooking skills far exceeded her ability to keep a steady beat on the big drum. She ladled stew into deep bowls and poured fresh water for everyone while Yi sliced bread and piled it on a plate.


  They ate together, the testing meadow spinning ever so slowly around them, meadow above and below and to each side as if they hung suspended in a can with a garden planted on the inside of the walls. The meadow itself was a beautiful swath of delicate grasses in shade after shade of pastel: sweetgrass and tall grass and yellow grass and moss grass and more. Here and there copses of trees stood amid faux rocks. Thin surface streams broke up the grass next to the trees, yet even these seemed like accessories for the grass.


  They fell into companionable silence as they ate.


  “Perfect dinner,” Jason told her, leaning in to plant a vegetable-stew-flavored kiss on her lips. He started clearing the table. She stood up and Jason took her plate from her. “You and Yi can leave us to clean up.”


  Yi had been her sous chef for dinner, cutting up the root vegetables and crushing spices. A tall thin man with a dark mop of hair, Yi was all angles and bones with intense black eyes. He had always lived in the far stations like this one, and he was the oldest partner by at least ten years. She went to sit beside him, watching the meadow for jalinerines. They spotted a small herd above them. The grazers moved together in a group, nuzzling each other from time to time. “I really can’t believe they earned approval on the first pass.”


  Yi, who never doubted anything, put an arm around her and pulled her close. “Of course they did. We did.”


  The new animals had progressed through approval in two years less time than they had expected. The grazing herd produced milk with perfect protein balance and none of the allergens that made dairy hard on some humans. In addition, they thrived across a wide range of gravity changes and created a very useful fertilizer as long as their diet included grasses the four had modified.


  In spite of their success, Chrystal worried. “They came out exactly to spec, but will that be enough?” Katherine had led a clever marketing effort, but there were a lot of designer animals the last few years. “Will they stick?” she asked Yi. “Really?”


  “We have good numbers.”


  They’d taken over three thousand orders for jalinerines and grass seed—enough to take three or four years to fill. They’d labored over design, creation, birthing, and testing. They were almost ready to turn the day-to-day work over to a manager they’d handpicked to run the distribution company.


  “I like them” she said. These were their first mammals, a response to a new fad for four-legged creatures on some of the stations.


  Yi smiled. “Be careful. Don’t go all soft on them like Katherine. She’s going to hate leaving.”


  A high-pitched alarm made her jump.


  Yi let go of her and craned his neck, as if looking for a visible threat.


  Jason dropped a dish. It clattered against something else and a drinking bulb rolled along the floor. She could barely hear Jason’s soft curses under the blatting attention signal.


  Chrystal pulled up her calendar. No scheduled drill.


  Loudspeakers filled the room with the bland feminine voice used for ship-wide announcements. “All on-duty crew report to stations. Civilians are to enter lockdown.”


  In other words, go to their room.


  Silence fell.


  Katherine stared at three of the jalinerines grazing directly above them. “We should put them in their stalls.”


  She was right.


  Yi looked thoughtful. “There’s never been a lockdown on the High Sweet Home.”


  “We’re close to the Ring,” Jason snapped. “It’s got to be pirates.”


  “It could be any kind of breach,” Yi countered. “Or an unexpected drill.”


  “They tell us before drills,” Katherine reminded him, still watching the jalinerines, which had all stopped grazing and lifted their slender necks and small, fine heads in reaction to the unusual noises. “We might be in our rooms forever. We have to feed and water them.”


  “I don’t think it’s safe,” Yi said.


  “Look, I’ll go with you,” Chrystal told Katherine. She turned to Jason. “Why don’t you and Yi load the bedroom up with supplies. Water and food and stuff. Something to read.”


  The alarm went off again, stopping the conversation. The noise ran up Chrystal’s spine like a child’s whine.


  Katherine grabbed Chrystal’s arm. “Let’s go. Now.”


  Chrystal hesitated for a moment, but the jalinerines were their future. She relented and followed the inexorable pull of Katherine-on-a-mission.


  The observation bubble was home and lab as long as they rented the testing meadow. The bubble hung stationary in the exact middle of the cylinder. Half of its walls were clear and half done in mirror paint that reflected the great meadow back at itself. The mirrored part allowed crew members who wanted to sleep or shower or make love to do it without being watched by the herd.


  Eight anchors attached the observation bubble and living hab to non-rotating points at each end of the long testing cylinder. “The forward number two line,” Katherine whispered loud in Chrystal’s ear, her breath hot and her voice just loud enough to blot out the announcements. Chrystal glanced at the herd. They hadn’t yet moved very far, but looked alert and worried. The light-colored leader, Sugar, trotted around the group, trying to keep her charges together.


  At the supply cabinet by the doorway, Chrystal’s hands shook as she fastened the metal clips and carbon straps that made her harness.


  It would break Katherine’s heart if anything happened to the animals.


  Katherine finished first and helped Chrystal fasten the last buckle. Snugging and checking each other’s gear in long-practiced moves calmed Chrystal a little. Katherine was almost as tall as Yi, so Chrystal had to work to find the right angle to tug her straps tight enough. “You okay?” she asked.


  Katherine nodded. She’d found time to catch her long, multicolored hair back in a ponytail on the run down here, and the red and black dragon tattoo on her neck seemed to shine in the bright lighting of the preparation platform. “At least the alarms have stopped. Maybe it was a mistake.”


  “I hope so.” Not that it felt that way. The announcement was a direct order. But Katherine would never leave the animals, and Chrystal would never leave Katherine.


  Chrystal went down the zip line first, whooping as she sped through the warm air with her feet splayed wide in front of her. The jalinerines looked up at the familiar sound and started trotting toward their barn. The arrival of anyone from the bubble meant treats and brushings and other things they loved.


  The alarm blared again, louder outside of the bubble. The zip line wasn’t super steep, but Chrystal had figured out how to get a reasonable head of steam up anyway by swaying and kicking her feet, and the alarm drove her to sway even faster. She landed easily on the platform at the far end, knees slightly bent, and turned to see Katherine a little too close behind her.


  Katherine bulled next to her with a grunt. The two women ended up tangled together in harnesses and ropes. “Hurry,” Katherine urged, as Chrystal’s fingers sped through the work of disentanglement. They hung their harnesses up on hooks.


  At the base of the platform, the great meadow rolled around them, all grass on the edges. Chrystal took a few steps to match the rotation, and leapt onto the grass, grabbing a rope handhold provided to help the researchers. The shift from a world managed by gravgens to the spin gravity of the cylinder unbalanced her for a moment.


  As usual, Katherine managed the change perfectly. She headed toward the barn where the animals had already gathered. Chrystal jogged to catch up.


  The alarm changed to voice again, repeating the same short message. Chrystal and Katherine stood still through it, holding hands and looking at each other. Katherine’s eyes were wide and worried.


  As soon as the loudspeakers stopped, Katherine let go of Chrystal and grabbed handfuls of the grain they used for training. The animals nosed the air and stopped prancing, the food slightly more interesting than the odd sounds.


  Chrystal walked behind the herd, providing subtle pressure toward the barn. Sugar usually went first, but this time she watched warily as Katherine led her herd into the barn one by one. They had seven of the ten animals in stalls when the alarm went off again at a higher pitch. Sugar raced around the other two and then led them away.


  “We shouldn’t have made them so fast,” Katherine said, between the end of the alarm and the start of the actual message. She grabbed for a tranquilizer dart gun and looked like she was about to follow the escapees.


  Chrystal blocked her way. “Leave them. They’ll be all right or they won’t be. The same is true for these.” She gestured at the seven animals they’d gotten into the barn.


  Yi’s voice sounded in Chrystal’s ear. “Are you almost done? Do you need help?”


  “Soon,” she said. “We’ll hurry.”


  “Good,” he replied. “Be careful.”


  The message started again, effectively ending the conversation. It sounded different this time, but the words were too garbled to make out in the warm, busy barn.


  “Do they all have water?” Katherine yelled over the loudspeaker.


  “Maybe.” Chrystal ran up and down the stalls, peering over stall doors. The warnings were getting on her nerves now, pushing her to go back home.


  The jalinerines looked restless, beseeching eyes turned toward her. She reached into the stall to pat her favorite, a dark brown female with pale tan spots named Kinship.


  Katherine stood in the middle of the barn, looking around. “We should add extra feed.”


  “They’ll eat it all at once. Maybe we should have left them out where they can get grass.”


  Katherine looked torn, and a little frantic.


  “Come on,” Chrystal said. “They’re half and half now. We need to go back.”


  Katherine returned to the barn and opened two of the stall doors. “That’s half and half.”


  Chrystal laughed, which drove the intense look from Katherine’s face. The taller girl stepped over to Chrystal and folded her in her arms.


  “You’re right,” Katherine murmured. “We should go.” She leaned down and her lips crushed Chrystal’s, an urgent kiss full of the need for hurry and the scents of animal and grains. Katherine led them through the reverse moves to get near the spinning edge. They stood close together, holding hands, watching the rotation for the right moment to step on. They hooked into fresh gear and caught the zip lines to glide home.


  Outside, everything on the open deck had been tied down or stowed. The kitchen counters were spotless. In the bedroom, Yi moved like a cat, stuffing loose objects quickly and very neatly into drawers. Jason looked up from the side of the bed where he was tying a bulging backpack to the foot of the bed.


  When they were busy with the jalinerines below, Chrystal hadn’t been able to quite make out the second message, but up here it was clear. She recognized the Head of Security. “Next ships are approaching. Defensive measures are underway. All nonessential staff are ordered to strap into acceleration couches.”


  Chrystal froze, suddenly cold. “You were right,” she whispered to Jason.


  “Hurry,” Yi hissed.


  They chose their usual sleeping positions, with Jason and Yi on the far sides and the two women in the middle. Chrystal was next to Jason and she helped him dig for the straps, which they’d only used twice in the last three years. Both times, they’d been part of planned drills, and Katherine had laid the straps all out the morning of the drills after she made the bed. Now they were wadded and stuck in crevices on the sides. Little pouches in the beds hid the middle straps, and Chrystal broke a fingernail getting one out.


  Another round of alarm and messaging happened as they settled, and then re-settled when they discovered that Katherine had an arm trapped and needed to shift yet again.


  Chrystal’s little finger touched the side of Jason’s hand, and one foot brushed Katherine’s foot. Otherwise they lay all in a row, looking up. Their breathing filled the cabin.


  Katherine was the most prone to talk about her feelings. “I’m scared.”


  “It’ll be okay.” Jason’s answer to everything.


  “From your lips to the universe,” Katherine whispered. “They sound serious.”


  Yi used his calmest engineer voice. “I heard rumors about restlessness at the Edge a week ago, in the gym.”


  “You didn’t tell us?” Chrystal struggled not be annoyed.


  “The Ice Pirates will get you isn’t exactly a new story,” Yi said. “This didn’t seem any scarier than usual.”


  “They can’t hurt the High Sweet Home.” Jason sounded calm, almost zen. “Our defenses are good.”


  Katherine fretted out loud. “I’m still worried about the animals. Maybe we should have caught Sugar.”


  “And done what?” Jason asked her.


  “Aren’t you worried?” she asked him.


  “Not much.”


  Which meant he was very worried; Jason the invincible would usually have said, “Not at all.”


  The lights went out.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  CHARLIE


  The sky was bruised red and purple by the time Charlie neared the single ranger outpost on Goland. Wilding Station had been built on a high plain and surrounded by tall, strong fences to keep it safe from human and wild predators alike. It even had an aircraft-detection system, which beeped friendship at Charlie as he approached. A wicked wind sheared right off of the High Resort mountain range and plunged to the valley floor at just the right angle to trouble the skimmer. The autopilot had to correct so hard and often to manage the wind that he almost missed Jean Paul standing beside the hanger door with his arms crossed.


  Jean Paul helped him run through the shutdown sequence and lock up for the night. They worked in silence, which suited Charlie. There was a lot to consider: The savage beauty of the rakul, the unfair shooting of the tongats, the boys’ loss and stupidity, the look on their mother’s face when only two of them climbed off the skimmer.


  As they walked back to their shared quarters, the wind felt like a cold knife at Charlie’s backs, strong enough to make him feel light and vulnerable. When the door closed behind them, Charlie asked, “Is that what lower gravity feels like? Like you’re floating a tiny bit and you’ve lost your friction?”


  “That wind might have stolen two percent of your weight.”


  Charlie shivered. “What happened to the family?”


  “If they leave tomorrow, empty, they won’t face charges.”


  “That’s good. I liked one of the kids.”


  Jean Paul raised an eyebrow.


  “I did.”


  “Good thing you’re in a liking mood. Someone picked up your highest rate. Babysitting job.”


  Charlie felt the scowl cover his face and took a deep breath to dismiss it. “I’m not done here yet.” He had already planned a more direct route back to the rocky area where he’d found the boys in hopes of getting rakul pictures. He hadn’t had a hand free for his camera, and the shots from his wearables almost never came out any good at all. He probably had low-res pictures of the rakul’s left foot.


  “They specified you.”


  “You haven’t answered yet, have you?”


  “Of course not.” Jean Paul followed him through the central hall. The ranger station where they lived provided enough shelter to keep the wind from the backyard.


  “Turn it down. Surely Manny can use me rangering out here more than me squiring in town.” Charlie opened the kennel door and ninety pounds of three-legged tongat stood on her hind legs to greet him, pushing at his shoulder so he had to take a half step back to brace himself. Her left front leg was missing at the shoulder, which was probably the reason he had been able to capture her. Or perhaps save her was a better word. Although who had saved who wasn’t entirely clear—he loved the beast as completely as she loved him, the bond so close he swore she knew his every emotion.


  Cricket licked his cheek, her impossibly long tongue sliming his face in moments. He laughed. Behind him, Jean Paul said, “You might need the extra pay to feed that thing.”


  “She’s not starved.” He had more than enough credit anyway.


  “Your uncle promised that if you take this work, he’ll see that you get another tongat license.”


  Which he wanted desperately. Another rescue, of course. Not for himself, but Cricket was a pack animal and he was a lousy pack member. He was too busy. He turned back to the house, Cricket now walking at his heels. Even though she was smaller than most of the ones he’d shot today, her nose bumped his butt. Her base coat was as black as a nightmare, and her eyes as dark and deep, but she had a white tip on her tail and a white sock on her left front paw. “Who’s paying?”


  “Satyana.”


  “The Satyana?” He settled the tongat in the living room and began pulling out ingredients for her dinner. Two tharps, beheaded but with the small bones still intact. Some vegetables. Two eggs. He couldn’t think of anything Satyana Adams would need him for. “Doesn’t she have her own guards?”


  “She wants you to squire Nona Hall around.”


  The eggs broke messily and he picked the biggest parts of the shell out with his fingers, leaving the rest. “Who’s that?”


  “Her family came in on that generation ship. Maybe she has some interesting stories.”


  “Why don’t you take the job? Fame interests you.”


  “I’m sure they’re hiring people with my safety record.”


  Charlie knew better than to go farther down that path. Jean Paul had gotten drunk and made a mess of a big job a few years ago. He’d lost three high-paying tourists who’d fallen off a cliff while roped together. People who understood Lym had forgiven him, but the accident had cost him his online reputation.


  Charlie added the meat and the root vegetables and put the whole mess into the oven on high to sear it. In the wild, Cricket’s food would be warm and bloody and in no danger of collecting bacteria that could make her sick.


  Jean Paul wasn’t giving up. “I looked her up. Nona was born on the Deep, teaches biology at one of the minor universities there. She’s probably interested in the same things you are.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Satyana doesn’t want her to know she hired you.”


  Charlie started in on their dinner, tossing a block of cheese to Jean Paul. “Grate some of that.”


  Jean Paul complied, and the two men went back to working quietly. The timer buzzed for Cricket’s dinner, and Charlie went through the restraint exercise of making her sit for five minutes before he put her bowl down. One small way to be sure she didn’t eat him some day. “How the heck am I supposed to keep Satyana’s role a secret?”


  “Lucy at the Chamber will make sure you’re at the top of the list whenever Nona comes in to hire a guide.”


  “What did that cost us?”


  “It cost Satyana a new coat for Lucy.”


  Charlie didn’t like anything that smacked of bribery. “Tell Satyana it has to be straight up. No lies.”


  “Lucy will get to keep the coat.” Jean Paul handed a small bowl of cheese to Charlie.


  “Good. I’m not lying for a coat. I’m not even lying for a tongat license.” The room smelled of the spices and oils Charlie fried up as he started preparing eggs.


  “Whatever you say, boss. Do I tell your uncle no dice?”


  “I’ll handle it.” Maybe he could finesse the tongat license. “I need to talk to Manny about the sensor networks anyway.”


  “I suspect Satyana has her reasons for keeping it secret.”


  “I’m no entertainer. I don’t need her to make my career.” Charlie added the eggs to the pan, swirling it around so they filled it evenly. He turned the heat down.


  “I wasn’t thinking of you. There’s more. Nona Hall just lost her mother.”


  “So now I’m supposed to heal the broken?”


  Jean Paul glanced at Cricket, who had just finished eating and gone back to sitting, her head following Charlie’s every move, her small ears flicking back and forth whenever either man talked. “She’s a tongat, not a human,” Charlie snapped.


  “Hey!”


  “Sorry. It was a long day.”


  “Quit taking it out on me.”


  “I remembered something that happened today. Sam—the biggest kid—said we’re about to be overrun by ice pirates.”


  Jean Paul frowned. “I heard a rumor about that at Jimmy Ling’s birthday party last week. I came home and checked it out. Two ships got kidnapped from inside the Ring this year, and five had to fight or run but got away. That’s more activity than usual.” He looked thoughtful. “Manny might know something.”


  The trap was clearly closing on him. He added the cheese in a light layer on top of the eggs and sprinkled more fresh herbs over that. “When does Nona land?”


  “In a week.”


  “All right. Get someone out here to replace me in a week, and I’ll stop off home.”


  “You want me to feed Cricket?”


  Charlie laughed. “Manny’ll do it. He likes the challenge. Besides, maybe I’ll take her along. Keep the rich girl in line.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “Nope. Do you promise to feed yourself?”


  Jean Paul threw a kitchen towel at him, which Charlie caught and threw back. If he liked men for sex, his life would be perfect. He caught the towel for the third time and hung it up carefully. It was time to load breakfast-for-dinner onto their plates. “Maybe if she hires me, we’ll stop here. Then you can meet the rich and famous.”


  [image: ]


  Two days later, Charlie slipped the skimmer under a copse of trees just as a downpour stole most of his visibility. He poured a cup of hot tea and curled his hands around it to warm them. Rain sheeted down on the clearing in front of him and ran in rivulets off the leaves above him.


  He had planned the day to search for rakuls, but this weather had surely driven them into caves or under the thick forest canopy.


  The ping of an incoming call caught his attention. “Who is it?” he asked.


  His onboard computer said, “Satyana,” in his ear.


  So she didn’t even use her last name. He was just supposed to know her inside of a system of trillions of humans. He toyed with the idea of refusing her call, but surely Jean Paul had arranged it. “Hello?”


  “Hello. This is Satyana Adams. Have I reached Charlie Windar?” At least she used both names in person. He recognized her face from news articles. Beautiful, with a long fall of dark hair and blazing blue eyes, almost neon and very intense. A strong woman.


  “This is Charlie.”


  “We have a problem. Your staff, Jean Paul, informed me that you insist on telling Nona that I’m hiring you.”


  “Jean Paul’s not staff.”


  “Whatever.”


  Satyana sounded like he expected her to—imperious and completely in control, as well as used to being obeyed and in a hurry. Traits he hated.


  “Have you ever been here?” he asked her.


  “Yes.”


  “On the surface?”


  Silence. He’d expected that—it matched Jean Paul’s research on the woman. She had flown here as a pilot before she became famous, but she didn’t land. Intersystem ships didn’t casually drop down Lym’s gravity well.


  Rain continued to sluice down off the trees around him, fat drops escaping the leaves and landing on his face or in his cup of tea.


  He let his silence hold for a while before he said, “It’s dangerous here. The dangers are completely different than the dangers on a starship or an orbital, or at least that’s what my clients tell me. If I squire this woman around, she’s going to have to trust me.”


  “Of course.”


  “So why would I start with a lie?”


  “I’m not asking you to tell her you weren’t hired by me. You don’t have to lie. Just don’t tell her. She is almost certainly underestimating the dangers on Lym. I’m trying to be sure she’s safe.”


  “Would she consider it an omission or a lie?”


  More silence, which was fine with Charlie. He was good at silence.


  The entertainment queen continued, “Nona’s special. She’s also tender right now, and probably lonely. I don’t want her taken advantage of.”


  “I don’t sleep with clients.” Anger started curling up his spine.


  “I know that,” she said. “She’s associated with me. That makes her a target, at least up here. That’s part of why I’m hiring you. You’ve got the best safety rating, and you’re close enough to the power structures there that you’ll understand Nona.”


  So Satyana thought Nona would do herself damage? She wasn’t coming out and saying so, but it seemed to lie between the words she was using. “I won’t lie to her. I’ll go there, and I’ll meet her, but I won’t lie. You can hire me and let me say you did so, or you can let it go and assume she’ll be all right, no matter what happens.”


  More silence.


  “Very little of the danger here is from the people. She is an adult, right?” He’d looked it up. She was fifty-five. Satyana was probably three-hundred, and he was seventy, but even if the only real measure of age left was emotional age, this Nona wasn’t a child. Although he was beginning to suspect she had been treated like one, and might act like one. “What will it be?”


  He could almost see her fuming. Damned spacers. “Have it your way. Don’t lie. But keep her safe. It’s now on your head to make sure she accepts you as a guide.”


  “No. It’s not. It’s up to Nona.” With that he hung up. He could say he lost the signal if it ever came up.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  NONA


  The Lower Glory had docked at one of Lym’s two short-term Port Authority stations. Nona stood at the front of the station’s observation deck, curiosity and awe pulling her as close to the window as she could get. Lym occupied most of the view. She had seen thousands of pictures of it, on walls and in history lessons at school. In spite of that, seeing it really, truly existing made her tremble. Ice covered each of the poles, more on the north than the south. At least six different continents appeared to float on the vast seas, islands hugging their coastlines. Clouds obscured some of the details.


  It had all started here, the great glittering sky full of stations and ships and billions of people. This was where the first colony ship had landed in the long dark of history. What had the first people here thought all those years ago?


  Loudspeakers blared. “Boarding for Gyr Island transport begins in ten minutes. Passengers should head to the boarding area.”


  She gave the planet one last, long look. “I’ll see a sky,” she whispered to her dad. She had no illusion that he heard her, or that he’d lived on in any way, but she had gotten into the habit of talking to him from time to time anyway. She had small vials of his ashes—and Marcelle’s—tucked carefully into her coat pocket. They felt heavy, like tiny weights that hung between her and the rest of her life.


  To her surprise, the transport was largely empty for the run down to Lym. Two other tourists chattered nonstop, both bound for a university group tour. They vibrated with the excitement of meeting other professors from other stations, as well as seeing Lym. Five people were on their way to relocate. One couple was doing graduate work together and the other three had been granted five-year work permits.


  A loudspeaker commanded them to climb into crash couches. She felt the first twinges of fear and excitement rocket through her nerves like a glass of strong stim.


  The transport shuddered and burned its way down through the atmosphere.


  The vehicle and her stomach both calmed enough for her to look up at a screen with a real-time camera. The main spaceport was on Gyr Island, the one place on Lym where all technology was allowed. The island was a modified oval with fractal edges and a few deep inroads made by the sea. The spaceport was roughly in the middle, with a sprawl of buildings beside it. None of it looked at all like anything on the Deep.


  Landing was a long, fast glide and an exercise in fast braking.


  After they landed, an irritatingly earnest crew member stopped her at the door on the way out. “Have you ever been here before?”


  “No. But I’ll be all right.”


  “Just let me walk down beside you.” He gave her a look that suggested that if she said no he’d feel rejected for life.


  Nona hesitated, but shook her head. She wanted her first moment on a planet to be private.


  There was a ramp down. She glanced up once and flinched, shifting her gaze back to the ramp and clutching the handrail.


  Her peripheral vision showed her exactly nothing except the occasional movement of a human. No walls.


  The air moved across her face and played with her hair.


  Wind.


  She hit the bottom of the ramp and walked ten steps, looking at her feet. The ground went on and on, in all directions, filling her peripheral vision. No markings or lights on it, no walls. The surface was pocked with holes and cracks that dust had blown into.


  A male voice called out, “Hey. Watch where you’re going. Look in front of you.”


  Her eyes followed his voice, but before she found the source she stopped and tilted her head back and looked up and up, and up forever. She forgot what she had expected—probably a high blue ceiling. Instead there was nothing. A pale blue expanse of nothing, a few thin white clouds, and the sun Adiamo, too bright to look at. It stunned her, the beauty of nothing. “Sky,” she whispered. “Sky, daddy.” She blinked, unwilling to stop and cry like a tourist but wanting to let the tears fall down her face.


  A hand touched her arm. “Wait until you see the stars.”


  She hesitated, off-balance. “I bet they’re magnificent.”


  “I hear they’re pretty magical from space, too.”
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