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Our torments may also, in length of time, become our elements.


—Mammon


Paradise Lost


John Milton


There’s no such thing as good money or bad money. There’s just money.


—Charles “Lucky” Luciano













HISTORIAN’S NOTE


The events in this story begin in 2391, four years after the death of the Romulan star and one year after the events aboard U.S.S. ibn Majid that resulted in Cristóbal Rios leaving Starfleet.
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In which Cristóbal Rios meets a mermaid—and takes it on the lam
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KRELLEN’S KEEP


VEREX III


“Look, I don’t want to be a killjoy, but are you gonna sit in that chair or marry it?”


The black-haired customer ignored the starship dealer’s yammering. His focus was fully on the seat before him. It didn’t look comfortable. Ebon and gray like the rest of the freighter, it appeared to have been built to serve its purpose and nothing more. But Cristóbal Rios regarded the furnishing with reverence, his hands noting every contour.


A captain’s chair was a captain’s chair.


He heard the nasal voice behind him, again: “Pal, are you all right? You’ve been standing there a long time.”


“It’s been a long time,” Rios mumbled. Too long. Without looking back, he asked, “What’s the cargo capacity?”


“Plenty. Ninety thousand cubic meters.”


“It’s a freighter, not a concert hall.” Rios turned to face the speaker, the shorter of the pair of starship dealers who had been showing him around the vessel. “Listen—what’s your name again?”


“I told you. Twice!”


“Listen, Mister Twice, if you don’t know an answer, don’t bullshit me. It won’t help you make the sale.”


“Smart guy’s got a mouth,” the short one called out to his partner.


“Don’t be rude,” the reed-thin man said, stepping forward to intercede. “This is Burze—and I am Wolyx, at your service.” Wolyx doffed his hat.


Both he and his huskier colleague wore brown slacks and white shirts, but while Burze’s sleeves were rolled up sensibly, Wolyx’s were buttoned, as was his collar. He wore a tie, to boot. It seemed to Rios an odd choice for Verex III, a barren bit of nastiness where even midwinter was oppressively hot. “Don’t you sweat, Wolyx?”


“Oh, no. Not in here.” Wolyx lifted his arms in a flourish. “Why would I? This ship is paradise itself. Risa every day.”


“If you think this is Risa, you stayed on the wrong planet.”


“Quite amusing, sir.” The balding trader attempted a smile that Rios found wholly unconvincing. Then he gave up and fanned himself with his hat.


Burze rolled his eyes. “We don’t have all day. Have you seen enough?”


“I’ve smelled enough,” Rios said. He winced as he took another whiff. “Did something die in here?”


Burze giggled; Wolyx hedged. “It’s just this planet, Mister Rios. You’ve been outside. But in here, all you need do is cycle the air for a minute and—”


“Paradise. I got it.”


Rios glanced out the forward port at the parking area. Verex III’s volcanic seams vented enough that ground fog was ubiquitous, but he could still make out a number of ships by their silhouettes. One, he noted, was absent: the shuttle that brought him had barely stayed long enough for him to get his duffel out of the hold.


It wasn’t wise to linger long at the spaceport, even in daylight, the pilot had said. “Especially not then. They can see you coming.”


The Federation might be a post-scarcity society, but Verex III was not in the Federation, and possession was doubly implied in the name of Krellen’s Keep, the planet’s largest outpost. It was also the biggest bazaar in the sector when it came to used starships.


Burze tugged at Rios’s arm. “Don’t bother looking at that junk out there. We told you, this machine is just what you want. It’s a beauty.”


Wolyx quickly agreed. “It has everything you could imagine.”


“Yeah, it’s strewn all over.” Rios turned again to look at the debris spread all across the ship’s upper level, stretching all the way back to the warp engine. Discarded containers, broken ceramics, parts of some ancient farm implement—even a stuffed Klingon targ. And that was nothing next to what he’d seen below on the galley and cargo decks. “Did a chimpanzee program the replicator?”


“A what?” Burze asked.


“Which part haven’t you heard of?”


“Listen, buddy—”


Wolyx intervened again, nearly stepping on Burze’s shoe. “The ship has a very fine replicator. And not one earthly simian.”


“Then what about all the junk?” Rios asked.


Burze snickered. “The—uh… former owner wasn’t available to remove his stuff.”


Seeing Wolyx shuffling uncomfortably, Rios blinked. Okay, maybe something did die in here.


Wolyx recovered and grinned. “We simply didn’t want to wait to put this little wonder on the market. Consider the rest… a bonus. A treasure at every turn.”


“Free crap. I get it. Is the reason it was carrying so much on board because there’s a problem with the towing system?”


“Oh, this model comes with state-of-the-art couplers designed to connect to a variety of cargo modules!”


“Do they still work?”


Wolyx’s grin wilted a little. “They require a little service.”


“No towing system.”


Burze threw up his hands. “When you’re done jawing, I’m waiting outside.” He passed his partner on the way. “Call if this jerk wants to do more than complain.”


As Hard Sell headed downstairs, Soft Sell started in again. “Forgive my associate,” Wolyx said. “But I’m sure you’ll agree, this ship—this yacht, really—is perfection. It’s not missing a thing.”


“It is,” Rios said.


“Impossible!”


Rios gestured to the empty space ahead of the command chair. “Control panels.”


“Ah. The Kaplan F17 Speed Freighter captain’s interface is holographic. It only appears when authorized.”


“I’m not an idiot, Wolyx.”


“Of course not. I didn’t mean—”


“Authorize it.”


“Oh.” The dealer shook his head. “No, no, they don’t like me to do that.”


They? That would be whomever it was that Burze was waiting with, Rios imagined. He upturned his palms. “I said I had to inspect the bridge. Without the interfaces, it’s just some chairs and a window. It’s an observation lounge.”


“Surely, it’s more than—”


“I’m not paying for an observation lounge, Wolyx.” Rios turned over his hands and lifted them into the air before him. He held them there, fingertips poised over nothing. He shot the dealer ten percent of a smile.


Well?


Wolyx considered for a moment. Then he repeated his own name, followed by a curious phrase: “The hoard, the hoard, the journey’s reward.”


At those magic words, glowing holographic control interfaces appeared suspended in front of the command seat. Rios glanced at them for a moment before sitting. “Nice passphrase. What is it?”


Wolyx clasped his hands together. “Oh, I chose that. It’s from The Songs of Uthalla, an Orion classic.”


“Sort of ‘open sesame.’ ”


“Oh, you know A Thousand and One Nights!” Wolyx’s voice bounced. “That phrase probably first appeared in Antoine Galland’s version—though I prefer the newer one by Wu Hezar.”


The people you meet, Rios thought, his fingers dancing over the glistening controls. “You read a lot, Wolyx?”


“Every chance I get—which sadly isn’t often in my trade. But my people take books very seriously.”


More than one part of the comment puzzled Rios. The dealer looked human, although that didn’t really mean anything. And it was much more common to hear people referring to stories, rather than books. The physical media still existed, to be sure, but for many they were a curio.


Rios included.


“There’s another line,” Wolyx said, pacing ahead of the navigator’s station. “ ‘For the ship is my castle, this chair my throne.’ Now, that really puts into perspective how important—” He stopped as he noticed his listener. “Er, what are you doing?”


Rios allowed the ship’s awakening systems to answer for him. He felt the hum through the command chair—and he liked seeing indicators coming online on the display panel of a class of ship he had never piloted before.


No, no rust there.


Wolyx stepped before him and waved his hands in alarm. “Mister Rios, I’m not authorized to allow you to activate the ship.”


“You literally just authorized me to activate the ship.”


“Yes, but that was so you could see there was a console, not to—”


Rios punched a holographic key, and the hum became a thrum, reverberating faster and faster.


“Really, I can’t—” Wolyx said, only to be interrupted by a chirp from his personal comm unit. Flustered, he answered it. “What?”


“It’s Burze. What’s going on?”


“He’s started the ship.”


“I can see that, moron. Who started the ship?”


“He started the ship!”


Rios lifted a finger in the air to correct: “He’s flying the ship.” The freighter lurched off the ground, causing Wolyx to lose his balance—and to drop the communicator. “You might want to find a seat,” Rios said.


While Burze ranted inaudibly over the fallen comm unit, Rios peeked outside to see several individuals advancing. Whoever they were, they quickly thought better of it. The freighter’s warp nacelles extended well forward from the ship, like a javelin in each outstretched hand; as Rios rotated the ship, everyone on the platform retreated for cover.


Sprightly. The word had been in the sales description he’d been sent, and Rios had found it an odd choice for something that hauled cargo; obviously it had been written by Wolyx rather than Burze. Rios found it to be apt. The freighter spun a full rotation one way and then another as he gained altitude—all while the dealer fumbled alternately for his communicator and his hat. Verex Prime cut through the haze, stabbing light onto the bridge.


“Mister Rios!” Wolyx declared, clutching in vain for an armrest of one of the forward seats. “Descend immediately!”


“Okay.” Rios slammed the virtual yoke and hit the throttle, angling downward toward the rock-hewn structures of Krellen’s Keep. For a full kilometer, the freighter buzzed just above the ground, startling passersby and barely missing several hovering transports.


He worked the controls swiftly, banking back and forth as he searched for a path to space. Air traffic here, skybridges there—and the freighter, weaving below and between. There were minute performance flaws, little divergences from Rios’s expectations. He mentally cataloged them but did not ease back. After another kilometer, he spotted the open sky he was looking for.


There’s a genie in this bottle, Rios thought. Let’s let her out.
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VEREX III


The freighter blazed forward and upward, ripping so near to a towering structure that it scared half the roosting avians right off it. The other half of them took flight a second after that, terrified by the sonic boom.


Wolyx, who had managed to steady himself against a support, was in motion again, too, on a stumbling journey in the worst possible direction: aft. That way led to the open well to the galley deck, and certain injury. He got no closer to it, though, as Rios’s arm shot out, allowing him to grab the dealer’s tie. He reined the older man toward him before glancing behind him and to the right.


“Chairs,” Rios said. “I can’t give you a fancy quote about them, but they help.”


Gulping, Wolyx composed himself. “Very well.” He stumbled to a seat—arriving just in time to be thrown into it as Rios shifted from thrusters to impulse.


The freighter tore from the Verexian atmosphere into space, where a convoy of incoming transports coasted. Rios angled the ship toward them and accelerated. Before the vessels’ pilots could react at all, the freighter neatly bisected the caravan. Rios then saw another target, one of the planet’s silvery moons. He made for it.


The ship was rounding the airless globe at an elevation of thirty meters when Wolyx’s comm unit skittered past his feet, striking the left side of the command chair. Rios scooped it up. Hearing its chime, he answered. “How’s it going?”


“Wolyx!”


“Not Wolyx. It’s the other guy.”


“You!” He could practically see Burze splutter. “You stole our ship!”


“Test flight.”


“Test—?” Burze shouted louder. “Do you know who you’re dealing with? We don’t do test flights! You come back here right now, or we’ll—”


Rios lost interest and pitched the communicator toward Wolyx. “It’s for you.”


The dealer juggled the unit for a moment before letting it fall. It clattered away as the freighter lurched, and Wolyx appeared to decide to let it go. As the freighter cleared a lunar mountain it had been racing toward, he spoke again. “You—uh—have flown before, I take it.”


“You get a lot of first-time buyers for ships this size?”


“Not one.”


Another topographical near miss, and Wolyx went silent.


One test led to another—and another. The freighter was hurtling in the direction of Verex’s primary sun when its sensors detected four approaching contacts. They were massive: dreadnoughts, of the sort Orion pirates used to fly. Rios had seen a few going about their business earlier; now, they seemed alive to his actions.


This time it was the ship’s comm system that chirped. The person that appeared on one of the panels on the holographic interface was not Burze—and not happy.


The caller hadn’t gotten a syllable out when Rios spoke. “Busy,” he said, ending the transmission and gunning the freighter in a screaming arc around the star.


Rios delighted to see the dreadnoughts moving to intercept him. They were the exact kind of craft that might prey on freighters in space unprotected by the Federation or other powers. He figured a deliberate close encounter with one or two of them would be instructive, and he moved to make it happen.


It told him what he needed to know. Not perfect—but potential.


Nobody had opened weapons on him, yet, suggesting either that they valued Wolyx—or the freighter. From the dealer’s woeful moaning, Rios figured it was probably the latter. He started keying in a quick series of calculations. “Those your people?” he asked.


Wolyx groaned something like an affirmation. His voice creaked. “You—you’re not going into warp, are you?”


“I’m sure acting like it.” Glancing over, Rios could see the trembling dealer lose what little color he had.


He then directed his attention back to the glowing machinery far behind him in the freighter: the warp core, brightly visible through the field of bric-a-brac. He turned again to the interface, his fingers hovering over the virtual switches that would send the freighter somewhere else—


—and then he dismissed the screen, calling up the impulse controls. The freighter spun quickly and reversed course, lancing between two pursuers and beginning a rapid return to Verex III.


“Oh, no!” Wolyx cried as Rios slammed the freighter against the planet’s exosphere, shaking the ship’s contents and occupants. Rios braced himself in the chair as he guided the vessel downward through a sea of flames. He didn’t know whether the dreadnoughts could make planetfall, but he was pretty sure they couldn’t do it his way—and he wanted a few extra minutes to himself. He got them, banking the freighter toward Krellen’s Keep as soon as it cleared the clouds.


Four minutes later, the ship was on the hazy tarmac—and so was Rios. The freighter’s main physical accessway was a loading ramp leading from the lower deck, midpoint starboard; he didn’t imagine it got a lot of use, given the cargo transporter he’d seen earlier. He stood at the foot of the ramp and gazed up at the ship, taking stock.


More of the drab gray, and a lot of it—its outboard nacelles likely spanning from goal to center spot on a regulation football pitch. Angry angles jutted from its stern like great metallic fangs; a contribution to aerodynamics, he imagined.


Strolling aft, he did a double take. He counted twelve impulse and thruster ports on the rear of the fuselage, well over what was necessary for a transport of its size. He couldn’t believe it was all standard to the model; someone believed in overkill.


And he could easily see a way to add even more.


Movement to the side drew Rios’s attention. Wolyx’s hat tumbled down the ramp. The dealer followed, clearly a shambles. His necktie had migrated somewhere around his neck, and his face was frozen in a puffy grimace that nearly gave him the look of a frightened Denobulan. Wolyx followed his hat onto the platform, only to stare blankly at it as it stopped.


When he finally looked up and around, his voice was eerily calm. “This isn’t the landing pad we were at.”


“Sorry. I wanted some more time to look.” Rios gestured into the ground fog. “At least I got the right city.” He picked up Wolyx’s hat. “Here.”


“Thank you.” The dealer took it—and tried to locate the knot in his tie with his other hand. He appeared to be searching for words, as well, when Rios spoke first.


“It’s kind of an odd duck.”


“A what?”


“The whole thing.” Rios gestured above. “Big nacelles are a damned nuisance to drag around in the wrong atmosphere—the Klingons are smart to avoid them. And the designers clearly think that seeing to port or starboard is overrated. Good thing it’s got sensors, because peripheral vision from the cockpit is zilch.”


“You—uh—didn’t seem to have any problems up there.”


“I don’t tell anyone my problems.”


Seeing Wolyx’s discomfort, Rios decided to make an exception. “The mix is off on the cryogenic deuterium before it goes into the impulse reaction chamber—probably using the wrong sequestrant. Something’s buggy in the accelerometer grid, too—it’s showing up as a little lag in the RCS response. Probably hasn’t been recalibrated once since it left the yard. Nobody ever bothers.” Rios scratched his beard. “It handled that angle of assault on reentry better than I expected, but it still shakes too much. It can use some punching up.”


“Punching up.”


“Yeah. It’s okay. With work—a lot of work—it’s good.”


“Good.” Wolyx looked down at his hat and laughed, seemingly in spite of himself. “What’s the line? ‘Her destiny depends on the power of another.’ ”


Rios looked at him, a little startled. “What’d you say?”


Wolyx repeated the line. “It’s from another story—I don’t remember which one. I think it was about a statue or something.”


Rios stared up again at the ship. “No. La sirena.”


“Come again?”


“A mermaid,” Rios said. With more reverence, he added, “A mermaid has not an immortal soul, nor can she obtain one unless she wins the love of a human being.”


“Ah!” Wolyx snapped his fingers. “Christian Andrews!”


“Hans Christian Andersen. It’s from—”


Before Rios could finish, a much deeper voice called out, “Are you a trader, or a poet?”


“He’s neither,” Burze said, rounding the nacelle. “He’s a chiseling pirate!” The dealer was accompanied, Rios saw, by a much larger companion, similarly dressed.


“Stealing ships is no way to act,” the deep-voiced newcomer said as he advanced toward Rios.


Burze stepped to the side and pointed. “Paste him good, Dinky!”


Rios stared. “Dinky?”


Wolyx yelled—but Rios didn’t hear what he said, as something hit him in the back of the head. He stumbled forward but stayed on his feet, turning to see that “Dinky” was only one of several approaching assailants, all similarly proportioned.


Rios was just dazed enough to wonder if they also had incongruous nicknames—


—but that stray thought vanished as the nearest one pounced. Rios took a step to the side, dodging the bruiser. From his new position, he delivered a punch to the side of the goon’s jaw. Then it was time to move, as someone else tried to return the favor.


“Stop! He’s a customer!” Rios heard Wolyx’s cry this time, but his attackers either didn’t hear or didn’t care. One against four—or six, going by mass—was a ratio he’d faced in the past year, and it had usually ended badly for him. But this time he was sober, and the scrap went on for a good thirty seconds before they cornered him against one of the nacelles.


Rios wiped the blood from his face with the back of his clenched fist and smiled. “Had enough?”


They apparently had, because the weapons came out, one by one. Disruptor. Phaser. Blackjack. Revolver.


Revolver?


Rios knew weapons; he’d even collected them back when he had a place to put them. But that particular firearm made him take another look at how the heavies were dressed. These weren’t garden-variety thugs at all. No, these were a very particular and peculiar sort, almost too improbable to exist and yet nonetheless very real, and capable of killing him.


Or rubbing him out.


He glanced over at Burze and Wolyx and chuckled. “I should have had you guys at ‘killjoy.’ ” He turned back to face the weapons. “How are things on Sigma Iotia?”










Founding “Godfathers”: The Iotian Paradox



D. S. Whalen, Starfleet Academy Press, 2368 (Excerpt from the introduction)


Sigma Iotia II and its denizens have long inspired both wonder and bafflement in others. Writing today, in the centenary year of James T. Kirk and Starship Enterprise’s visit to the planet, the “Iotian phenomenon” has only grown more intriguing.


The Iotians are far from the only species in known space adept at quickly assimilating new technologies, and it would be difficult to find any world in the Federation where the cultures of isolated tribes weren’t contaminated—or worse—by contact with outsiders from other lands. But nothing compares to the Iotians’ swift and total adoption of the language, modes, and values peculiar to a vanishingly brief time period on another planet—and even less explains the determination to cling to many of those traits long after their otherworldly origin became common knowledge. In the informal words of Bakinski, the Iotians are now “in on the joke,” yet seem completely unbothered by it.


The sequence of events that made it all possible is infamous, yet has never lost its ability to shock. Stretches of chaotic, planetwide violence had been common for Sigma Iotia II; its factions were numerous, small, and ever changing. Familiar fault lines that divided other planetary populations such as species, race, geography, language, and class do not appear to have been barriers for ancient Iotians, though our understanding of that time is sorely limited. History requires institutions to survive long enough to record it. The Iotians never gave any the chance.


No, they were too busy fighting over matters non-Iotians would consider whimsical. Warfare over negligible, even nonsensical differences may sometimes be found on worlds with an overabundance of leisure time, but the Sigma Iotia II of old was not a world of plenty. Not until the Earth ship Horizon visited during a period of relative calm in 2168—and left behind a collection of books.


Whether they were left intentionally or not remains a matter for speculation, since the Horizon was lost. What is known is that the assortment included, among several guides for planetary improvement, a book called Chicago Mobs of the Twenties, which the Iotians took to be just one more instruction manual. A glance at the work easily explains the error. The oversized 1992 hardcover volume—of which the Horizon copy appears to have been the last surviving specimen—overflows with details, and is lavishly filled with illustrations of period fashions and technology. Its catalog of expressions from the era is so exhaustive that today’s researchers still refer to it to decode ancient texts and recordings. Where else would one turn when hearing that a tomato’s new oyster fruit was the bee’s knees?


Most significantly, Chicago Mobs contained a detailed description of the power relationships and many of the practices employed by criminals in Midwestern North America in the 1920s. The other Horizon volumes held much knowledge, but nothing whatsoever about how society should be structured. What better model, then, than a book detailing the years when criminal behavior in the United States went from being disjointed and independent to organized and hierarchical?


It is no coincidence that, while the Iotians duplicated “the Book” millions of times for mass distribution, the very earliest identified reprints appear to have been the ones holding places of honor in every faction boss’s headquarters. Indeed, it might have been the only kind of magna carta the Iotians could have adopted, since it showed how their past propensity for violence could be made to function as part of—and I use this term with all irony—good government. “The book glorified as it codified,” Ambassador Spock later said. “It suggested that when random violence became targeted, influence flowed to the ones doing the targeting. The Iotians found order—of a violent kind.”


The Earth period inspiring the Iotians was indeed savage, as this author painfully found a few years ago in a holodeck accident that gained some notoriety. So, too, did the Iotians remain murderous for the next century, with the distinct change that the tribes involved grew both in size and cohesiveness. Told that “turf” was a thing worth fighting for, Iotians warred over something rather than nothing. It was their first collective agreement.


While encyclopedic in many ways, Chicago Mobs gave little attention to certain crimes its subjects were involved in; perhaps the editorial strictures of 1992 were more puritanical. “Bathtub gin” flows freely through its pages, for example, but narcotics do not appear at all. And while the era’s retrograde gender roles are covered, the mechanics of sexual exploitation are not, leaving Iotians to interpret vice within their own species’ context. Enterprise’s crew encountered streetwalkers who practiced no trade and gun molls who never said anything. “They just stood around as if posing for a picture,” Leonard McCoy later said. That is exactly what they were doing, we now know: mimicking images seen in the Book, and no more.


The omission of such matters was fortunate for the Iotian people, because they certainly invented everything else they needed to make their other crimes possible. Hard currency. The firearms they used to steal it. The automobiles they used to carry it. The playing cards they used to gamble it away. And, of course, there was alcohol—though there was no governmental force to impose Prohibition, and little evidence that the chemical compound impacted Iotian biology anyway.


It was this state of affairs that confronted Captain Kirk in 2268. His gambit, achieving planetary peace by positioning the Federation as a rival criminal “outfit” demanding tribute, had many critics then, and certainly no modern captain would dare attempt it. The wrongs did combine to make a right, as Kirk had hoped, but it became a close-run thing due to another equally infamous blunder. The abandonment—definitely accidental, this time—of a personal communicator by a member of the Enterprise landing party.


The speed with which the Iotians came to understand its transtator technology and subsequently find their way to the stars could have led to disastrous consequences, especially as the species came to realize that Enterprise’s frightful weapons were not magic, but something they could wield themselves. Imagine the acquisitiveness of the Borg, but only a few years removed from completely random violence and organized into paramilitary units. The Chicago gangs aspired to Roman legion–hood, after all. The result could have been catastrophic.


That it did not happen was thanks to skillful work by Starfleet’s second-contact—actually, third-contact—personnel. As Kirk’s appointed leader came to understand what the “Feds” really were, he also learned what they were not: “chumps” ripe for criminal exploitation. The Federation’s economy was not based on financial gain, and the bulk of its territory separated the Iotians from regions with systems more to their liking. The Iotians might prize “easy pickings,” but none of their neighbors had pockets to pick.


With little to reward expansion, the Iotian Syndicate—as the new regime was called—managed to keep most of its people home, forming a society that grew less violent, as the Enterprise officers had hoped. Some would-be rival gangs departed the planet, but the diaspora in fact worked to stabilize the culture, leaving the majority of Iotians free to become peaceful and productive members of the galactic community.


A most confounding mystery remains, however, among both the expatriates and those who never left. Despite their imitative gifts and exposure to the greater universe, most Iotians remain devoted to the sartorial fashions and speech patterns learned from the Book—with those who emigrated clinging additionally to the practices it described.


This, the paradox of this work’s title, will be fully explored in later sections. Several decade-long cultural studies are examined—as are some of the biological-based explanations. Significant space is also devoted to examining the contentious “Born Krako” theory, which poses that Iotia’s bosses, underbosses, captains, and soldiers correspond to distinct pre-existing subspecies who mentally imprint on the actions of those of higher genetic rank. Critiques of that theory are also covered.


Cultural historians tend to avoid simpler answers when more nuanced ones are available, but “the Iotian Paradox” may come down to a basic matter of taste. When I recently put the question to the current syndicate boss, he answered, “Ain’t it easy? We just like the suits!”
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KRELLEN’S KEEP


VEREX III


The room had modern climate-control equipment, but the Iotians had installed ceiling fans anyway. Rios had spent long minutes puzzling over that one as his eyes followed the blades round and round. The rest of the world had been spinning for him for the better part of an hour, so it matched nicely.


That Rios was only roughed up and not dead owed to a call Burze had received at the landing pad. The goons had used an antiquated method of delivering him here: a replica of an early twentieth-century automobile, likely fabricated in the same faraway facility where the Iotians got their ceiling fans. Earth’s early astronauts were pikers; they had only taken a cart to the Moon. The Iotians had carried their jalopy billions of times as far, apparently just so they could drive over every pothole in Krellen’s Keep. Rios had felt each impact while locked in the trunk. There weren’t many Romulans left in the torture business anymore, but they could learn a thing or two from the Iotians.


He stood now only because of the thugs on either side of him, who were holding him up. Dinky, the walking tank, was one. The other, an edgy youngster skinnier than Wolyx, apparently answered to Stench. And he didn’t like to hear about it—least of all from Rios, who, having nothing better to do, brought it up every few minutes.


“So, kid, if Stench is your real name, what do you do for a nickname? Stinkles?”


“Shut your mouth!”


“No, I’m interested. You’re Stench, he’s Dinky. Does your society balance descriptive names and ironic ones? An equal number, is that it?” He glanced at the dolt on his left. “Or does Dinky refer to something else?”


The bruiser smacked him with the back of his hand.


Rios felt it—but shook it off. “Hey, I’m a guest here. Just trying to learn.”


Burze, waiting in front of a large closed door with Wolyx, snarled. “That’s enough out of you!”


“Why don’t you guys have nicknames?” Rios asked. “Miss a meeting?”


“This is ridiculous.” Burze threw up his hands and jabbed at a button on the wall. “C’mon, answer!”


Wolyx, who had spent much of the last hour pleading for mercy for Rios, stared nervously at the door. “You shouldn’t do that, Burze. We were called. They know we’re here.”


Burze rolled his eyes. “We wait for a break, it’ll be next year.” He pushed the button again.


Wolyx’s expression went from worry to sadness when he looked at Rios. “I’m truly sorry. I’ve tried to tell them that you didn’t mean any harm.”


“I know,” Rios said, and he left it at that. One kindly captor more or less wasn’t going to matter much in the end, and it was no use hoping for a rescue. Not out here.


Verex III sat in a region that had once been known as the Borderland, a lawless territory long plagued by roving Orion syndicates. The creation of the Romulan Neutral Zone nearby had resulted in more Starfleet patrols, lending some stability to the area for a couple of centuries. But the destruction of the Romulan star had put everyone on the move—and travelers always attracted opportunists. It took many local planetary societies less than a decade to return to the bad old days—and without the urgency of the Romulan military threat, the Federation’s commitment to the region had dwindled.


That was no surprise to Rios, who knew that the Federation wasn’t the moral arbiter of the galaxy, no matter what it pretended to be. Neither was Starfleet; his own recent experiences had brought that truth painfully home to him. It was the reason he was in the market for a starship of his own in the first place. But even in the best of times, he doubted the Federation had ever gotten one of its citizens out of a jam on Verex III.


He’d been warned: “The last time a Starfleet vessel dropped by, Jonathan Archer was commanding it.” He didn’t know if that was a joke or not, but he had to face facts. Unless he thought of something fast, he was likely to wind up incinerated, encased in concrete galoshes, or whatever the hell these weirdos did.


“Come on, come on,” Burze said, punching at the button again. Then he saw Rios staring off to the side. “What’re you looking at?”


Rios nodded to the stand on the dealer’s left, where a cigar had been smoldering in an ashtray full of butts. “Can I have a smoke?”


Stench chuckled. “We’re not up to last requests yet.”


Wolyx faced the table. “I’m not sure you really want one.”


“You have no idea,” Rios said. There were several more cigars going in other trays in the room, and the smell had driven him to distraction. “Give.”


“If you insist.”


As Wolyx found a box in a drawer, Rios thought quickly. He wasn’t worried about the punk on his right, but he wasn’t likely to break free from Dinky’s hold without a weapon. He hadn’t wanted to consider biting the guy, but having something on fire clenched in his teeth gave him some options.


But before any of that, he wanted a puff. He watched as Wolyx fretfully clipped the end off a stogie.


“Good man,” Rios said as the dealer placed the cigar in his mouth. “A light?”


“I really don’t think I should, Mister Rios.”


“Wolyx. They’ve got my arms. Where am I going to get a light? Come on.”


Wolyx sighed. “If you say so.” He produced a lighter and ignited the cigar.


Rios inhaled—and choked. “Madre de dios!” Wincing, he spat the vile thing to the floor. “That’s awful!”


His violent coughing joined a symphony of laughter from the other goons.


“We don’t smoke,” Wolyx said as he ground his shoe on the cigar.


Eyes watering, Rios glanced from one ashtray to another. “Then what are all those? Incense burners?”


“More or less,” Wolyx replied. “The Book described the practice of smoking—and the value of smoking implements as merchandise. But our planet grew nothing usable, and what we discovered offworld disagreed with us. The paraphernalia is used now more as decoration—as motif.”


“Well, good for you,” Rios said. He still wanted a smoke.


He also wanted to kick himself. This was just the kind of stupid jam he’d been getting into for nearly a year. He’d only come to Verex III through the intervention of a friend who wanted better for him than he had lately wanted for himself—and now he’d blown this up, too. All because—why? A couple of merchants weren’t going to let him do exactly what he wanted?


How did one go from a regimented life to a total flameout so fast?


The answer was not in the concrete floor, no matter how long he stared at it. More minutes passed, with his captors discussing in detail what might happen to him—and Burze pressing the button to no avail. But there were more sounds from beyond the door: horrible screeches, almost bleats of pain of a kind Rios had never heard before. It set Burze and pals laughing again, while Wolyx swallowed uncomfortably.


Okay, maybe it does help to have a friend, Rios thought. It was time to make a different play, one he’d been avoiding. “Wolyx, you remember where I arranged to meet you guys, right?”


“Outside the Tellarite mining dock at the spaceport.”


“Right. I left my duffel at the Traveler’s Aid office,” Rios said. It was the only place he trusted. “Contact them—and have them send it here.”


“What, are you trying to call your buddies for help?” Burze said. He laughed. “They won’t come—not here. The Tellarites know who we are!”


“No help. I just want my bag.”


Stench was his jittery self. “What, have you got a weapon in there?”


Rios thought about how to answer. “Nothing that would be any use here—except maybe to straighten this mess out.”


“Fine. Then I’ll get it,” Burze said.


“Nope. Wolyx gets it—or nobody. I set up a code word with the office. You remember what I called the ship, Wolyx?”


Wolyx stood stone-faced for a moment, before brightening. “Yes!” Then his brow furrowed. “But I don’t remember what it was in that other language you used.”


“Standard will do fine.”


Stench shouted at Wolyx as he started walking, communicator in hand. “Hey, nobody here agreed to this!”


“I did. I’ll be back,” Wolyx said. He was out the door in seconds.


More time passed, during which Rios felt rumbling through the floor. Something industrial was going on elsewhere in the building—likely beyond Burze’s precious door. None of it boded well.


Neither did Wolyx’s face, when he returned, crestfallen. “I called—but I don’t think they believed me.”


Burze sneered. “Of course not. I told you, they know who we are.”


“You gave them the code word?” asked Rios, alarmed.


“I did everything just as you asked.” Wolyx hung his head—and a moment later, a clanging noise jolted everyone to attention. The metal door Burze had been waiting beside went into motion, rattling upward into its frame.


Dinky and Stench jolted Rios into motion. Burze smiled. “You’re in for it now, smart mouth.”


“I’m sorry,” Wolyx said.


So am I, Rios thought.
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From his captors’ chatter and the horrific sounds he’d heard, Rios had expected he was heading into an abattoir—but there were no meat hooks in sight, or even a single bloodstain. Instead, the cavernous space the thugs shoved him into resembled a large counting room.


Or rather, he considered, what the Iotians thought a counting room looked like. Hanging lamps illuminated more than a dozen tables, each of which held mounds of multicolored coins, gems, and credits. Rios figured they were the hard currencies of dozens of powers, on Verex III and off, whose current and former residents made their way through Krellen’s Keep every day.


He’d expected to see at least some gold-pressed latinum, by far the most popular means of exchange for trade outside the Federation. None was in sight. Maybe it was too dear to be entrusted to the counters, a platoon of Iotians in shirts and ties tabulating feverishly away as their so-called “cigars” burned in trays. Three toughs with old-fashioned machine guns kept an eagle watch on the workers.


Through a yawning portal farther to the rear, Rios saw what must have made the machinery sounds he’d heard: old-fashioned forklifts moving goods about a warehouse area. Material acquired in the Iotians’ rackets, he imagined. It was a wonder anybody shipped anything through the spaceport at Krellen’s Keep.


Finally, there was the tall figure in the middle of the counting room, directing it all. Rios hadn’t seen any images of women from Iotia; going off what he’d seen in pictures from early twentieth-century Earth, he’d imagined they mostly wore skirts or dresses. Instead, this woman wore a shirt and button-down vest with loose-fitting slacks that allowed her to walk quickly from station to station. Her golden-brown hair anchored a beret that Rios assumed had to be pinned on, because it never slipped once as she whirled from table to table, a dictatorial dervish issuing commands.


She gave orders to the messengers lined up to see her. She gave orders to the bean counters, who apparently needed constant lessons in exchange rates and remedial math. And she gave orders to people somewhere else, via the two different comm units she held, one in each hand.


“—don’t care what his sainted mother says about him,” she said into one, her voice sharp. “We’re not running a charity here. He makes good or it comes out of your end. Savvy?”


She switched to the other. “No. I said nineteen, and I meant nineteen. With ears like yours you’d think they worked!”


Back to the first. “Why are you still talking? Get to it!”


Then to one of the counters nearby: “I see what you’re doing. You’re supposed to count the gems here, not later at home!”


There was a flinty edge to her voice, Rios thought, a rat-a-tat-tat to her cadence. Metaphors involving knives and guns came readily to mind around the Iotians, but there was a reason for that. They fit. One of the armed guards already had the accused pilferer in a headlock, causing rubies to tumble from beneath his sleeves.


“Time for your break,” the woman curtly declared. Judging from the culprit’s wailing as he was dragged into the warehouse, Rios assumed she wasn’t referring to a stop for coffee.


From the new arrivals’ vantage point on the periphery, Burze called over to her. “Hey, Ledger! We got something for you!”


“Who let you in?” She didn’t look back to see who it was.


“You just did!”


“That was thirty seconds ago. I’m busy.”


Wolyx spoke up, his voice shaky. “It’s important, Miss Ledger.”


“Blow, d’you hear? And call me ‘miss’ again and they’ll find you floating in the nearest body of water.”


“That might be a few systems away,” Rios said.


The woman they’d called Ledger slammed the comm unit in her left hand on the desk. “All right, who’s the—” She stopped midsentence when she beheld the prisoner. “What on Earth?”


“Odd expression,” Rios mumbled.


She started toward him. “Well, look what the cat dragged in!”


“And there’s another.” He looked beside him to Stench. “They have cats where you come from?”


“Shut it,” the kid said under his breath, his hold tightening as the woman approached. It was clear that whatever sway she had over the counters extended to the thugs.


A moment later she was practically in Rios’s face. Lively hazel eyes looked him up and down. “What cave did they snatch you from?”


“He’s Cristóbal Rios,” Wolyx said. “He’s a customer!”


“Customer, my eye,” Burze corrected. “He’s a crook. This crumb tried to glom the Kaplan over at pad eighteen!”


“I know the story,” Ledger said, still eyeing Rios closely.


“He didn’t get away with it.” Burze pounded his own chest with his fist. “We nabbed him!”


“Applesauce! He made suckers out of you saps.”


Rios laughed at her.


“What’s funny?”


“I just can’t believe you’re for real. I mean, I took the class like everyone else—”


“Class? What class?”


“Classes, actually. Nobody leaves the Academy without knowing about Iotia.”


“Academy?” Wolyx blurted.


“Yeah, you’re all part of the first lesson on the Prime Directive,” Rios said. “Then sophomores get you again in Second-Contact Practices. I didn’t take the senior seminar—one chapter by Whalen was plenty. Guy loved to clear his throat.”


Wolyx seemed starry-eyed. “Yes, it makes sense now. You didn’t tell me you were in Starfleet.”


“That’s because I’m not.”


Burze blew up. “Why are we mollycoddling this guy? We should have given him the bum’s rush at the start.”


“There it is,” Rios muttered. “I knew that one was coming.”


“What one?” Ledger asked.


“Bum’s rush. Are you going to tighten the screws next? Or put me on a meat wagon?” He smirked. “I’m loving this.”


Dinky shook him by the arm so hard that Stench lost hold of Rios entirely. “Can we bust him up now, Ledge?”


Stench spoke up. “Yeah, let us take care of him. He’s been asking for it all day!”


“Have not,” Rios said. “I’ve been asking stuff like, in the unlikely event Stench here ever procreated, would his kids be named for their flaws? Or is the ironic name thing recessive?”


“Shut up!” the kid yelled.


Ledger didn’t seem amused. “Full of himself, this one.” She waved Stench off before turning around and marching back into the counting area. “They call me Ledger, Mister Rios. Do you know why?”


“Because you got luckier than these guys?”


“Because I keep tabs on everything.” She picked up a padd, one of the few modern devices Rios had seen in the room. “I’ve got better things to do than babysit these dewdroppers, but freighters aren’t cheap. Nobody’s going to make off with one on my watch—even if they do know Raffi Musiker.”


Another former Starfleet officer, Raffi had set up Rios’s visit to the bazaar on Verex III, but she hadn’t told him anything about the people he’d be meeting. He’d assumed they were peculiar characters; so many of the people she knew were. Raffi wasn’t much better. But she hadn’t said anything about her contacts being from Iotia, which suggested to him she hadn’t known that fact.


How could anybody not mention these twerps?


It didn’t matter now. “That’s right,” he said. “Raffi vouched for me. You know her?”


“Never met her,” Ledger said. “But she rates with the big cheese somehow—which is the only reason my salespeople took your meeting.” She gestured to the hoods holding him. “Looks like you also met the delinquency department.”


“They’re definitely delinquents.”


“Cute.” She turned and began shuffling through material piled on one of the tables. “I’ve got things to do. You really expect me to believe that was just a joyride?”


“I came back, didn’t I?”


Burze sneered. “Only after the dreadnoughts got after him!”


Rios glowered at him. “They didn’t stop me.”


“I noticed that,” Ledger said, looking up. “Words will be spoken to the relevant parties.”


“Those were heavy cruisers,” Rios said. “What are you guys doing with those?”


“What do you mean?”


Burze figured it out. “He thinks we’re small-time.”


“Small-time?” Stench erupted. “You’re dealing with the Convincers, pal!”


“The Convincers?” Another new one on Rios. “Sounds like a debate club.”


Ledger looked to the gun-toting guards, now flanking her. “Show him what a Convincer is.” At her command, they sprayed the ceiling with automatic projectile fire. “Some club!” she shouted over the din.


Whatever response she’d expected from Rios, he didn’t give it to her. Instead, he just stared at the ceiling, which was now raining dust from multiple holes. “What was the point of that?”


“It makes an impression!” Burze shouted.


“Certainly with your upstairs neighbors.”


“We don’t have any.”


“Not anymore.” The patch of ceiling anchoring one of the ceiling fans gave way, bringing the whole assembly crashing down onto a table, scattering both coins and the people counting them. “I hope you get those fans in bulk,” Rios said.


Ledger shot a withering look at the fool who’d shot down the fixture—and gave the next one to Rios. “You think this is a game.”


“That’s the word,” Rios said, glancing about. “It’s all a game, your whole thing here. Why rob when you can replicate?”


“You Feds have done that slogan to death back home. But you know very well there are things that can’t be replicated—and others for which people will accept no substitute.” She crossed her arms. “It’s why we need freighters—and even where you come from, nobody’s just going to give one to any loser who comes along.”


Rios knew there was truth to that.


“So you come to us,” she continued, again brandishing the padd. “But you show up with no money—and from the records I see here, you have no assets anywhere else at all.”


His eyes widened. “You can check that?”


“We’re a financial institution, like any other.” She waved the padd. “Says here you were once in Starfleet, but never served on any ship at all, as near as I can tell.”


Rios started to say that wasn’t true. That he’d served on U.S.S. ibn Majid—that he was her second-in-command, in fact. But there was a reason that wasn’t in the records: the same reason that had brought him here, without prospects and practically without friends.


And that reason looked, here, to be the end of him. “I think they bounced you,” she said. “So you came all the way out here, thinking you could rook some poor yokels out of their property in order to keep playing officer.” She snapped her fingers, summoning one of the other gun-toting guards. “There’s no evidence you were here to deal—which means you’re here to steal.”


“I told you, I was just testing the ship. You—”


Another sequence of bellowing squeals came from somewhere beyond the warehouse, reverberating throughout the counting room. A few of the counters shifted in their seats but otherwise kept on working. Was it the gem stealer, meeting his end? Possibly, but it didn’t sound human—or Iotian.


Either way, Rios didn’t want to find out. “A test flight. All it was. Wolyx, tell her.” Rios looked over, only to see that the dealer had stepped away sometime, perhaps during the earlier commotion. “Wolyx?”


“Tough luck,” Burze said. “Looks like he—”


Rios interrupted. “I swear, if you say he took a powder, I’ll strangle you with your tie.”


“Good luck trying.” Burze smiled toothily as the gunman approached. “Think I’ll stick around. This’ll be fun to watch!”
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So this is the abattoir, Rios thought as blood squished beneath his boots. I didn’t think they’d be so literal.


Here were the hooks on the ceiling he’d imagined earlier, many of them suspending limbless bodies so rent he wasn’t able to tell what species they’d ever belonged to. Rivulets of crimson liquid streamed from them, some of it pooling in enormous ceramic vats that sat atop wheeled dollies. The problem was that the Convincers had more bodies than vats, which meant the red rain just added to the centimeter-thick sheen coating the floor.


“You guys ever heard of a mop?” Rios shouted. But whether his captors had or not, there was no sign they had heard him—or anything else—over the screams.


And such screams. Inhuman, because they were.


These were the sounds he’d first heard three rooms away in the waiting area through a thick metal door: the death cries of countless five-legged hairless ungulates, tumbling haphazardly down conveyor belts from truck trailers parked side by side at a back entrance. The howling creatures, each as tall as Rios, disappeared into a colossal black machine. The monstrous contraption thundered away, dueling the animals with decibels until they could be heard no more.


When the device finished with a load of the creatures and its internal motors spun down, Rios half expected a mechanical belch. Instead, metal doors on its backside opened, disgorging the results of the slaughter onto the mound of charnel already on the floor.


It was then that Rios saw them. Shirtless individuals plodded into view from either side of the machine. Each carried a sturdy staff with a hook on the end; Rios thought they looked like the pike poles he’d seen in old images of logging and fishing. Wordlessly, they began poking at the kill. Rios could barely tell that the workers belonged to several different species; that was because they, like the carcasses they plucked from the pile, were completely drenched in blood. Indeed, the haggard expressions they all wore seemed to unify them as members of a new race: prisoners of hell.


Dinky shoved Rios forward, causing him to lose his footing in the slop on the floor. The thugs laughed as he went down with a disgusting splash.


This is it, then. But in getting to his hands and knees, Rios noticed that the gunman Ledger had dispatched with them wasn’t pointing his weapon. “What, you’re not going to kill me?”


“You want us to kill you?” was Burze’s snide response.


“No, I’m good.” Rios looked back to the loading dock, where another truck was backing toward the landing. He could see through its slat-paneled tailgate more of the creatures, bleating like mad as their sensory organs registered what they were approaching. “What are these things?”


“Out of luck,” Stench said. “The Verexians call ’em zylladons. There’s a native bunch that raises them.”


Back on his feet, Rios made a futile effort to flick the blood from his hands. “Didn’t think you guys would be into rustling livestock. Did someone leave you another book when we weren’t looking?”


“Naw,” Burze said. “The tribe uses these things to pay us for protection. Ledger figured out that the blood is nectar to the Klingons.” He pointed to one of the vats being wheeled out by a worker. “Even better, it’s illegal in Klingon space.”


“Bootlegging blood hooch,” Rios said. “Okay, that tracks. Ledger thought of this?”


“Yeah, she’s got all kinds of little side hustles.”


Stench chortled. “Maybe too many!”


Rios watched the latest truck back up well to the right of the slaughter machine’s intake, allowing laborers access to the contraption’s innards. He couldn’t imagine a worse job than doing dental work on the thing immediately after a meal. “I assume your ships have transporters,” he said. “Why don’t you just beam the animals here?”


“The tribals flip their lids when we use it,” Burze said. “And what do you care? Driver’s gotta make a living. You trying to take a lug’s job, now?”


“This one’s got a job,” growled the gunman, who hadn’t spoken until now. Rios thought the guy sounded like an elephant was sitting on his vocal cords. He prodded Rios to a spot where weary laborers used their pikes to hang the zylladon carcasses on the hooks above. “Get him a pike.”


So that’s it. “How long do I have to do it?”


“Until you drop,” the gunman said.


“So it is a death sentence.”


Burze looked to his colleagues. “On the way to the freighter, this guy barely says a word. Now he won’t shut up.”


A laborer offered Rios one of the poles. He looked at it—and then the worker, with sudden recognition. Somewhere behind the smeared blood and the beleaguered expression was the money counter Ledger had banished for stealing. Rios swallowed. Not thirty minutes here, and the guy already looks like this?


He had no intention of sticking around that long—not now, when the Iotians had finally made the mistake he was waiting on. More than one, in fact. He glanced over at the truck that had arrived. The driver had apparently taken a break, leaving the door open and the motor running. Yeah, that’ll do. Rios wasn’t entirely sure how to operate it, but he had driven many vehicles. How hard could it be?


Rios dried his hands on his backside before taking the pike. Then, with one bushy black eyebrow ever-so-slightly raised, he looked over at Burze. “No other way, huh?”


“Get on with it!”


Fine. He tromped a few steps through the blood and pierced one of the corpses with the tool. Once he liked the hold, he heaved upward on the pole with both hands, lifting the body. He turned partway, giving every indication he was headed for one of the hooks over the vats. Burze and Stench guffawed to see the Convincers’ new employee in action.


His service was short. Rios pivoted quickly and extended his arms, allowing the pole and its grisly cargo to serve as a sort of weapon he was familiar with: a flail. The carcass wasn’t light, and the effort it took was immense—but the effect on the thugs was greater. The body slung wide, showering Burze’s face with blood, midlaugh. Its arcing journey continued, causing a panicked Stench to stumble backward. His ass landed squarely in the guck.


Rios continued the rotation with a twist of the pole that caused the zylladon’s body to slip free from the hook. The macabre missile struck Ledger’s gunman in the chest, causing him to drop the machine gun. Seeing Dinky heading toward him, Rios slung the pike itself. The giant dropped—and so did Rios, making a running slide through the scarlet goo. It ended with him on the ground near the far wall—and in possession of the fallen automatic weapon.


“Get him!” yelled Burze, rubbing his eyes, still blinded from his faceful of blood. Rios could see fine. Stench and Dinky were going for their shoulder holsters, while more gorillas, likely the room’s usual watchmen, were on their way in.


Rios had already decided spraying the air and ceiling wouldn’t do much to unnerve thugs who saw such displays every day. Instead, he took aim at the ceramic vats lining the far side of the room and fired.


The sides of the containers gave out instantly under the onslaught, issuing a torrent of blood toward the center of the room. Rios paused his fusillade for just a moment so he could target the stacked cases of bottles he’d seen farther away—and closer to the entering guards. More vital fluids for the floor—but also a spray of glass.


The initial Iotian charge rapidly turned comical. Whatever taste for blood the toughs might have had didn’t extend to being showered by it—and they certainly weren’t as nimble when ankle-deep in it. “Wrong shoes, amigos!” Rios called out as one after another slipped—but he wasn’t staying for the fun. Instead, he turned and ran toward the parked truck.


The returning driver, seeing him charging with the gun raised, yelled in panic and leaped out of sight. But Rios had a different target in mind. He fired at the chains sealing the back of the truck—and dove to the side himself as the gate flew open, freeing its terrified cargo. Dozens of terrified zylladons surged forward—and finding the vehicle out of position with the killing machine, leaped across the loading dock and streamed into the warehouse.


Rios had his own counterassault going, but it wasn’t done. Enslaved workers, initially fleeing the stampede alongside the Convincers, remembered the pikes they carried and recognized their chance. Having stepped onto a ledge to avoid the charge, Rios saw his own opportunity. He gingerly stepped off the loading dock into the now-darkening street and made for the truck’s cab.


The motor was still running: more luck. Taking his seat, he paused, heart racing, as he confronted the controls. He knew what some of them did—but the particular arrangement here came as a surprise. One lever beside the steering column stuck out as a possible gearshift—or was it the parking brake? Maybe both? Clutch, brake, throttle—but in what order? Was the Ruckstell transmission being used then? It was a hell of a time to think back on automotive history.


He put down the gun onto the seat beside him and jammed one of the sticks forward, only to hear an angry grind. His stomach fell with the realization that the Iotians might not have aped any particular model—that what he remembered of early automotive controls might not be of any use. How much detail was in the books they had, anyway?


I really should have taken that senior seminar…


“That’s enough,” declared a voice from outside. Rios turned to look into the muzzle of a pistol—and behind it, the furious eyes of Ledger, standing on the road beside the truck.


Rios’s hand moved toward his own weapon, only to see another gangster pointing a gun through the passenger window. Rios thought to jam on a random pedal on the floor to see what happened, but it was too late. Both doors were now open, and his weapon was being plucked from the seat.


He looked down at Ledger and flashed a weary grin. “Sorry, no riders.”


“You’re a laugh riot. Down.”
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They had him again. Only this time, he was out in the alley behind the Convincers’ warehouse, standing in the twilight amid what were probably the only metal garbage cans on Verex III.


A few more hours of this, Rios thought, and I’ll have toured the whole city block.


Only he didn’t expect to have that time—not given the warpath Ledger seemed to be on. She’d apparently emerged from the counting room through a different exit, missing all the fun—but the blow he’d dealt to local Iotian fashion said plenty. All the underlings who emerged from the warehouse to confer with Ledger had gone from dapper to damaged. “Did your Book have a chapter on—what did they call it—dry cleaning?”


“That’s enough from you,” Ledger said. “Besides, I’ve never even read the damn thing.”


“No? I thought that was a membership requirement or something.”


“Earth has a slew of important books. How many have you read?”


“Never have the time.”


“I wouldn’t make any plans if I were you.”


Rios watched her place her pistol in her small handbag. “I was surprised to see you. They told me you never do the dirty work.”


“I’ve never been this mad. Do you have any idea what you’ve done to this operation?” Padd in hand, she ticked off the items. Massive damage had been done to the blood hooch inventory, of course, but the stampede had made it into the main stockroom, extending the destruction. The worker rebellion had been put down, but several had escaped, as had many of the zylladons. And some others of those had made it as far as the counting room.


“Did you know zylladons ate Tikatian banknotes?” Ledger asked.


“No.”


“Neither did we!” She called forth a couple of fresh gunmen and pointed to the intersection up the way. “Take him for a walk.”


Rios glanced in that direction. “You’re going to kill me in the street?”


“That’s how you send messages, sailor. Where people can see them.”


“What message?”


“Don’t cross the Convincers!”


“My body will say that? Shouldn’t you leave a note?” He looked to the gunmen—and into the soiled, angry faces of the toughs he’d humiliated, looking for any out.


Dinky did raise an issue. “Ain’t he the pal of the boss’s friend?”


“My job, my decision.” Ledger looked to Rios. “That concludes our business. On your way.”


Burze, an unsightly mess, laughed. “Last call, Charlie!”


“What is it with the names around here?” Rios asked as they prodded him forward.


He was only a few meters into the deadly march when a motorcar screamed around the corner. As it was heading directly toward them, his escorts raised their weapons. “It’s a hit!” one yelled.


Rios gawked. “A what?”


“You think we’re the only Iotians here?” Seeing the vehicle stop, the guards trained their weapons on it.


“Wait!” Ledger shouted. Rios saw she’d moved to a position of cover. “That car’s one of ours!”


The vehicle’s door opened and its driver emerged, hands up. “Stop!”


Rios brightened. “Wolyx!”


Once he was certain he wasn’t going to be shot, the dealer reached into the back of the car. He pulled out a long duffel bag with a Starfleet logo.


“My stuff,” Rios shouted. “You got it!”


Wolyx hobbled toward them, using both hands on the strap to move the heavy bag. Rios was glad he hadn’t brought his trunk.


“I got a message earlier from the Tellarites,” Wolyx said excitedly. “The holdup wasn’t what I thought. Their transporter’s broken. They needed me to pick it up!”


“Gracias,” Rios said. “You’re a lifesaver.”


“Don’t speak too soon.” Ledger put her gun away again and advanced. She gestured to Stench. “See what he’s got in there.”


Rios watched as his clothing and other personal effects were tossed onto the street. When the punk revealed a cigar box, Rios called for it to be brought over. “I know you guys don’t smoke, but you might want to see this.”


Ledger broke the seal and opened it. What she saw caught the waning light—and her rapt interest. “Gold-pressed latinum. That’s the stuff, all right.” She ran her fingers across the tightly packed bars. “So you were here to deal.”


“Of course. I just wasn’t going to carry this on me. This place has a bad reputation.”


“Yeah!” Burze yelled with pride.


“Shut up,” Ledger said. She studied the box’s contents, appearing to do some mental arithmetic.


“It should be a little more than the down payment you messaged me in the invite,” Rios said. “I need to keep something for incidentals, of course.”


Ledger closed the box. “No.”


“What do you mean, no?”


“We only sell on time to people we trust. That’s not you, not anymore. Your price is higher.” She handed the box to Wolyx. “I have no confidence that you’ll make good on the rest—and that doesn’t even get into the cost of the damages.” She nodded to the box. “But if we keep part of this, we’re more than made whole.”


Burze smoldered. “Part? Come on. If we kill him, we keep the whole thing!”


“You might, but you’re not in charge,” she replied. She faced Rios. “No, if you want to do business, I’d need a sweetener. This isn’t enough.”


Rios frowned—and then looked over at the duffel, which Stench had abandoned once the latinum had been found. “Wait,” he said. “There’s something else.”


She grinned, expectantly. “Another box?”


“Not quite. May I?” Rios got permission to complete the search. It was easy to find—quite the largest thing in the bag, giving it much of its weight. He withdrew the bundle with care and unwrapped it on the street.


“He’s got a blade!” Stench shouted.


“It’s sheathed,” Rios said, standing up with the ornate scabbard. He held it in both hands and walked toward Ledger. “An antique. Very valuable.”


Ledger looked skeptical. “We’re not junk dealers.”


“Yeah, I heard. Just look.”


She took it from him and looked over the sheath and the handle, both of which had the letter R engraved in them. “Nice. Precious family heirloom?”


“Not my family—but it has been around. I think it was awarded to Captain Galvarino Riveros.”


“A reward?” Her eyes narrowed. “What for?”


“Victory in the Battle of Angamos—in the Pacific War.”


She deferred to Wolyx. “Was that an important one?”


Startled to be called upon, the dealer spoke up. “Yes, it was one of Earth’s biggest wars—a few years after the Book, I think. There are a lot of good stories set during it. A fine one about a captain and some strawberries—”


“Enough,” she said. But the information caused her to look on the sword with heightened interest, and she turned it about in the light. “Huh.”


Rios realized Wolyx had just made a mistake about Earth’s history, but he wasn’t going to correct him. Not when the error had given him something he could use. “It’s all that’s left of my collection—I didn’t want to part with it. It’s priceless.”


“Everything has a price.” But as she brandished the sword, she appeared to think better of it. “It’s really valuable? You’re not trying to flimflam me?”


“I don’t know the meaning of the word.”


She snorted. “You’re no angel.”


“No, I really don’t know the meaning of the word.” He shrugged. “You throw me with something about once a minute.”


“Bushwa!”


“There you go again,” he mumbled. “That was about fifty seconds early.”


Ledger nodded gently. “We may have something here.”


Wolyx took a shaky step toward her. “Begging your pardon—but you can’t take his sword.”


“Oh, yeah?” she asked. “Says who?”


“Captains never give up their swords. I’ve read about it.”


“He’s not a captain of anything, yet.”


Rios’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the weapon. It was true. He wasn’t a captain—and hadn’t gotten to be one, either, in Starfleet. He’d already decided there was only one way to fix that. “Take it.”


Ledger passed the sword to an underling and faced Rios again. “Tell you what, sunflower. To prove I’m a sport, we’ll check out what it’s worth. Somebody’s gotta know about this Battle of Angrymoose—”


“Angamos.”


“Whatever. We’ll call it collateral. And if you make good and pay the ship off, you can have it back.”


Likely story, Rios thought. “And if I don’t make good?”


“You’ll get it back,” Stench said. “Maybe in the back.” Burze and several others laughed.


But not Ledger. “Wolyx, give him the freighter’s command codes—and the payment schedule. Set him up on the longest term we do.”


“How long is that?” Rios asked.


“Your whole life.”


“Not the life of the ship?”


“Well, if you lose the ship, you won’t be able to pay—”


“—so it’s basically the same thing. I get it.”


Rios rubbed the back of his neck, finally fully feeling the weight of the day’s exertions. Yet somehow he cracked a grin. “Pleasure doing business,” he said, bowing to Ledger. “You absolutely lead the class in starship dealerships run by refugees from a time warp.”


“Make tracks before I change my mind!”


Rios did exactly that.
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LA SIRENA


DEEP SPACE


“Did this thing carry wild animals?”


“Is that a rhetorical question?” Raffi Musiker asked.


“Not really.” On his hands and knees, Rios bore down hard with a scrub brush, trying to banish a meter-long smear of something foul from the deck. It was one of many scars and blemishes he’d discovered after rearranging the previous owner’s junk. He had no idea what they were from; he only knew that every item he moved revealed the stains of something else. “Whole ship’s a mess, Raffi. And it’s not that old.”


“Neither are we, but we’ve still got the scars.”


Raffi’s voice resonated crisp and clear over the freighter’s comm system. Rios assumed she was back on Earth, but he never really knew with her these days. He had kept away from everyone and everything following his departure from Verex III; that was the way he wanted it. But Raffi had helped set him up, and that had more than earned her the right to break his solitude.


And to make suggestions. “You ought to be able to run some kind of disinfection protocol.”


“That’s Starfleet talk.”


“Does swabbing the decks make you feel more like an ancient mariner?”


“No, but it’s also not that simple. I’ve got to see the decks to clean them. Half the ship’s volume is the old owner’s crap.”


“I’m surprised the sellers didn’t clear it out.”


“I’m not.” He looked up. “And thanks for warning me about those people, by the way.”


“Warning? I didn’t—”


“It’s sarcasm. The Iotians nearly gunned me down in the street.”


“Oh, pffft!” she said, and he could almost see her blowing her hair out of her eyes in exasperation. “Iotians are pussycats. Didn’t you read Whalen as a sophomore?”


“Only as much as I had to.” Rios snorted. “There’s a difference between knowing circuses used to have clowns and having a bunch of them beat the hell out of you.”


“Did they do that?”


“Which time?”


“Oh.” A pause. “You seem to have survived.”


“Regrettably. How do you know those idiots?”


“Intel days. We had an agent the Romulans were taking to a Reman mine. We grabbed the transport. We freed an Iotian VIP in the process.”


“Sounds classified. Should you be talking about this?”


Rios listened as she laughed long and hard. No, she would not care.


Raffi had been someone. No—Someone, with a capital letter. She was already a lieutenant commander specializing in intelligence in 2381 when Admiral Jean-Luc Picard tapped her to assist with the mercy mission of a lifetime: relocating nine hundred million people threatened by the impending Romulan supernova.


But it had all come to nothing following the destruction of the Utopia Planitia Shipyards on Mars. Starfleet’s aid was withdrawn, leaving the remaining nongovernmental organization relief operations like the Sylvus Project and the Interspecies Medical Exchange hopelessly overmatched. The failure had left a stain on the Federation’s reputation more indelible than any Rios had encountered on La Sirena’s deck.


It had done even greater damage to Raffi.


Rios had won his post aboard ibn Majid in the post-calamity period, and while disappointment had lingered in the air, he hadn’t let it cloud something he’d worked so hard to achieve. That made his first encounter with Raffi, while he was serving on the ibn Majid, all the more startling. He’d known of her and respected her service. Yet the woman he met was completely different, driven to search for answers to—


—to what? To questions she could never quite verbalize to him. A sense that something had been amiss about the entire Romulan debacle, perhaps—that some person or persons existed on whom the blame truly could be assigned. Rightful indignation had bred pointless paranoia.


By then, Raffi’s credibility was in tatters—and she’d insisted on ripping at the rest with her actions. Rios and his ibn Majid shipmates had pulled her out of a jam she’d gotten into with some underworld characters in the former Romulan Neutral Zone; she’d claimed to be chasing a lead, but to what, she could not—or would not—say. From several accounts, she’d been involved in many such incidents since leaving Starfleet.


Rios still felt sympathy, so when they ran across each other after his own forcible separation from Starfleet, it made sense that they’d begin talking. Their occasional discussions, all remote lately, almost made him feel normal.


Almost.


“Sorry,” she said, punctuating a long pause. “Thought I heard something outside. Where were we?”


“Iotians.”


“Yeah. So one of the other prisoners I rescued was someone to the Iotians—which made me someone to them. These guys are big on loyalty.”


“Wonder where they got that idea from.”


“It landed you the interview. I’d never actually met the person in charge—just a name on the screen. Boss Arkko.”


“Yeah, you wrote me. So important his name rates an unnecessary k.”


“You didn’t meet?”


“No, I only saw the troops—and an accountant who was a real piece of work. It’s just strange to see it up close. I’d have thought they would have dropped the whole gangster shtick by now.”


“People pick and choose what they want. Neither one of us has been near a shtetl, yet we’ll use a word like shtick. It’s expressive.”


“Original Iotian must have been a pretty damn dull language if they’re sticking with this.” He thought for a moment. “There’s another thing: except for the lead money counter, they were all guys. I thought for a moment there weren’t any Iotian women.”


“Kirk met some. Maybe they’re too smart for the whole act.”


“No idea.” Rios shifted his area of operations, toppling a pile of empty cans in the process.


Worlds away, Raffi heard the clatter. “The Iotians aren’t back, are they?”


“If they were, they could carry this shit away with them.”


“If the stuff is useless, why haven’t you dumped it? Vaporized it? Beamed it into a sun?”


“I’ve considered it. I’d just hate to atomize someone’s beloved pet.” He looked over at the stuffed targ, sitting kingly atop a pile of mildly sorted debris. “There’s still one door I haven’t been able to get open.”


“Ooh, maybe the former owner’s in there! Ought to be getting pretty rank by now.”


Rios sighed. “On this ship, I wouldn’t be able to tell.” He looked to the overhead, where Raffi’s voice was emanating from. “You could see it if you liked—and I could see you. Holo-emitters all over the ship. Sure you want to stick to audio?”


“I’m not getting out of this chair today.”


“But that’s the point. You don’t have to. You can follow me around wherever I go.”


“I’ll pass.” Then, lighter: “Why are there holo-emitters on a freighter?”


“The Kaplan designers expect small crews. A captain’s gotta take calls wherever he is. On top of that, it’s got a concierge package.”


She’d heard of it. “The replicator is networked with the transporter.”


He spoke in a faux formal tone, “Ask for something, milady, and it shall appear.”


“Tell it to make me a martini.”


“Would if I could.” He wiped sweat from his brow before returning to work on a greasy skid mark.


“Love those concierge packages. They were trying to make things as autonomous as possible.”


“Are you saying that freighter captains are insufferable pricks nobody would want to be around?”


“Present company excepted, I’m sure.” She laughed. “Maybe you could use the system to clean the ship.”


“I’ve beamed some stuff around, but I’m not parking a junkyard in the pattern buffers.”


“You know what I think? There’s going to be some treasure in there.”


“That only happens in stories I never have time to read. Trust me. I’ve found a working record player—that’s it. The rest is all dunsel.”


“And the ship itself?”


“Better.” He stopped scrubbing and looked up. “I feel like we ought to switch places. You paid for this thing.”


“Oh, no. I told you to forget it. It was found latinum.”


“Is that so?”


A pause. “Yeah. I’ll just say I got it—and I didn’t like having it around.”


“Sounds like me and an open tab.”


“There’s that. But also…” She trailed off.


“Yeah.” He didn’t need to hear the whole story.


“Besides,” she added, “I’m done with traveling.”


“Forever?”


“For now.”


The signal went silent for several seconds, during which he chucked the scrub brush and stood. When he heard her again, her tone had changed. “I never asked. What did you name the ship?”


He looked around. “La Sirena.”


“The mermaid? Goes with the tattoo, I guess.” He’d just gotten it when he’d seen her last. “You never told me the significance of that.”


He felt for it on his arm. “Just woke up with it one day.”


“The ink, or a mermaid?”


“Guess.” He began to make his way forward. “To be honest, it was a clerical error.”


“Somehow when you say that, I believe it.”


“It’s true. There was a bartender who was into Greek mythology—told me about Odysseus and the sirens. I must have gone after that to get inked. But the Greek sirens weren’t mermaids. That got added to the legend later.”


“You could have had it changed.”


“Mermaids are prettier.” He walked through a cleared space he’d created. “I looked it up afterward. Read a little bit of the fairy tale. The Danish one.”
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