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Chapter One



“You know,” Frank said, “in some cultures they eat cats.”
He was talking to Dave, our ship’s cook. We were all talking to Dave: a big semi-circle of the Black Flag’s crew on one side, and Dave and Chubs on the other.
Dave had his arms crossed and a fierce scowl on his face. Chubs hung upside down from the ceiling, watching us with curiosity in his feline eyes, and offering the occasional chirping meow.
Chubs was a kyger, a species of feline with sticky paw pads similar to a tree frog’s. He had no claws, but the paw pads allowed him to get into plenty of trouble. Especially since he’d already reached the size of a medium dog, and had more growing left to do.
Which was why we were here, and why Frank, the ship’s helmsman, was talking about eating Chubs. He leaned his hulking Kudarian frame forward, menacingly.
Not difficult to do, since he was twice as wide as any of us, and stood heads taller too. Anyone with a lick of sense might have been scared out of their wits.
But Dave stood there unmoved. He jutted out his chin in a pugnacious way, and said, “I’d like to see anyone try that here.”
“You may yet,” Frank countered.
“That’s not helping, Frank,” Maggie said. Maggie – Magdalene Landon-Ellis – was the ship’s captain, and my wife. “But Dave – this can’t keep happening.”
“I don’t know why you’re looking at me. I didn’t go into their room.”
“No, but Chubs did. And Chubs is your cat.”
“And he did more than ‘go into’ it,” Frank said. “He ransacked it.”
Dave rolled his eyes at what he deemed exaggeration. “Come on. He’s a kitten. Kittens play sometimes. But ransacking?”
“He tore down everything on our shelves,” Frank said.
“And he broke the television panel,” Jylya said.
Frank and Jylya were one of the crew’s long-term couples, and they shared a room. A room that, by the sounds of it, Chubs had turned upside down.
“And let’s not forget,” Ray put in, “the ‘surprise’ I found in my bed this morning.”
Dave snorted and made no apparent effort to check the amusement in his tone as he said, “Maybe if you’d clean your room once in a while, he wouldn’t think your bed is a litterbox.”
“He’s your cat,” Maggie said again. “You need to keep a better eye on him, Dave. He can’t be roaming the halls looking for trouble. He cannot be defecating in people’s beds.”
“It’s not –”
“Yes, it is. He’s your responsibility. This is why I don’t like pets onboard. But I made an exception for you. Don’t make me change my mind.”
Dave scowled at her. “What are you saying, Captain?”
“You know exactly what I’m saying. Take care of him, or he will no longer be welcome on this ship.”
Dave opened his mouth, but Dr. Fredricks preempted the coming storm with, “He’s bored. That’s his problem.”
“And since when the hell are you an animal behavioral expert?” Dave snapped.
“It doesn’t take an expert to see that you’re neglecting your pet,” Dr. Fredricks returned coolly.
This seemed to me a stretch. I’d never seen anyone more doting to anything than Dave was to that damned cat. The comment shocked the cook himself, so severely that for a blessed moment he was absolutely silent, his jaw hanging open and flapping wordlessly.
“I don’t mean you don’t spend time with him, or feed him,” Fredricks went on. “But he’s a cat. He needs to do cat things: climbing and chasing things, solving problems. Appropriate to his levels of cognition, of course.”
Dave’s mouth finally seemed to catch up with his mind. “Neglect? Chubs? I take him everywhere with me. I –”
“You spoil him,” Ginny – the soon-to-be Mrs. Fredricks – said.
“Listen, doc, you and your girlfriend here can shove it. I don’t neglect Chubs. He’s a kitten is all. And if you weren’t so damned uptight, you’d be able to see that.”
It was now that a ship-wide intercom rang out. Ty Caspersen’s voice sounded. “Captain?”
Maggie answered on her communicator, but not before motioning to Dave that the conversation had not ended. “Magdalene here.”
“We’re being hailed by Union high command. I’ve got the attaché to an Admiral…” he paused, then came back on the line. “Admiral Meddling on the line. He wants to speak to you.”
Maggie said she’d take it in her ready room. To me, she said, “Make sure he doesn’t go anywhere, Kay.” Then she turned and left.
The rest of us remained where we were, in the same uneasy stare down as before.
“My sheets are ruined,” Ray said.
His twin, Rae, snorted. “Dave has a point about cleaning your room, you know.”
“It does smell not unlike a litter pan,” Corano said. Corano was our Chief Tactical Officer, an Esselian with a dry sense of humor and not much fondness for his girlfriend’s twin.
“Exactly. Thank you,” Dave said.
“Don’t thank me,” Corano put in. “If it were up to me, you and that animal would be off the ship for health violations.”
Which naturally prompted a volley of bitter rejoinders from the cook. And so we went on, bickering until Maggie returned.
She looked vaguely troubled, which at least had the effect of silencing our squabbles. “What’s up?” I asked.
“I’m not sure,” she said. “We’re being redirected to Station Andor, just off the Maltive home world.”
Dave and Chubs disappeared from my thoughts. I was thinking about how far away the Maltive star system was, and wondering why the admiralty could possibly want us out there.
“That’s four, maybe five weeks out of our way,” Frank protested. “If we make no detours.”
“I know. I told Meddling that.”
“There’s one that lives up to his name,” Dave declared.
“But he said the admiralty would compensate us, at standard rates plus travel.”
This put a new spin on things. Collecting a paycheck for not facing danger, not dealing with prickly clients, and not navigating dangerous territory sounded good. Too good.
Maybe, too good to be true. “But…why?”
Maggie shook her head. “I don’t know. He said it had something to do with Space Station Frontera.”
Space Station Frontera had been our last port of call, where we’d dropped off replacement parts. “What about it?”
“He wouldn’t say. Just that it was routine, and nothing to be alarmed about.”
“Great,” Ray said. “So we definitely have something to worry about.”
“I don’t think so,” Maggie answered. “Someone does, but not us. I got the impression that there are problems at the station. Maybe the admiral doesn’t want an official log of our conversation, so he wants an in-person chat.”
Dave sniffed. “Admirals are nothing but trouble.”
No one disagreed. A few of us nodded once, or chewed on our lips, or offered a hmm of almost-agreement.
“Maybe,” Maggie said. “But for once, trouble for someone else.”
Frank nodded. “I’ll adjust our heading.”
“Thank you. And I’ll update our availability to reflect the new work,” she said. “Come on people: don’t look so glum. This is free money.”
“Yeah, but who wants to go to Station Andor?” Dave asked. “Nothing there but a bunch of military pointy heads and uptight diplomats.”
“Sure. But the pay will be good. Good enough to justify a few weeks leave.”
This cast the entire venture in a rosier light, and we were all grinning before long. No one could argue with free money and time off. Not even Dave.
We passed a largely uneventful month underway. The biggest disturbance was Chubs, for whom the long trip did nothing to ease his boredom.
He managed to break into just about every berth on the ship. He crawled into the duct work at four in the morning about a week after we set out, and, when he couldn’t figure out how to get out again, woke us all with piteous howling that echoed up and down the ship.
Sydney, our resident battlebot turned crewmember, suggested turning one of the empty cargobays into a kind of jungle gym, kyger-style. Maggie wasn’t thrilled by the idea, but since it beat waking up to terrifying screams in the middle of the night, or having a chubby cat fall down on you from the ductwork while you slept, she assented.
Since we were all just about as bored as Chubs, we wiled away the journey constructing a massive playpen with tunnels and towers and bridges. Old barrels and drums went into the design. And as we used supplies and emptied crates, rather than set them aside for recycling at the next stop, we’d pull them apart for the planks, or tacked them into place as a room in the ever-expanding cat castle.
Because the truth was, for all our complaints, we all had a soft spot for Chubs. I personally suspected Dave’s rabid defense of the kyger factored much more heavily into our complaints than anything the animal itself had done.
When we weren’t working on Castle de Kyger, and outside of the duties of keeping the ship running, we spent our time in the mess hall or the rec hall, playing games and making plans for our shore leave.
Maggie had picked up a commission from a client on Andor station, transporting a collectable to a client on Santa Valentina. Which couldn’t have worked out better if we’d planned it.
Santa Valentina was a stunning vacation planet in the Dacu Sector, full of resorts and homes that cost as much as small moons. It would be the perfect place to put that shore leave to good use.
And a client paying our way there only made the situation that much more palatable.
Dreams of sunny beaches and tropical waters fueled our journey through the dark and lonely expanse of space.
But eventually, we reached the Maltive system.
The planets in this system were uninhabitable to most humanoid species, on account of the frequent acid rainstorms – rains that could sear through the flesh and bone of most non-native species. Rains that could bore through hulls and cut through glass.
Oddly enough, humans and most other Union species could breathe the air with a simple respirator. Similarly, though the surface level bodies of water were as toxic as the rain, most of the planet’s groundwater could be safely ingested.
Years earlier, when the Malti people first joined the Union, an interspecial underground station had been constructed. Under the surface of the planet, visiting diplomats and tourists could find shelter from the lethal rain.
But after a few accidents, the worst of which involved a child wandering out to play and being caught in a rainstorm, the Union deemed it safer to build a station above the planet rather than under its surface.
Thus, Station Andor came into being. It was a lonely bit of architecture, gray and unwelcoming, orbiting the yellow-brown Maltive home world like a forgotten satellite.
The Malti people had no official name for their planet, knowing it simply as home in their own language, but by Union designation, it was Maltive Prime. It housed roughly a billion Malti people, and was home to billions of diverse species of flora and fauna.
The people were not a humanoid species, but rather reptilian. They walked on six legs, and not upright, either, though they still stood almost as tall as an average adult human. They had long bodies, and weighed about as much as an Earth black bear. They had thick, leathery skin, and round, golden eyes.
Despite their size and formidable appearance, they were a gentle race, who throughout their long and storied history had never known war – not until they met spacefarers, anyway.
Murder, or crime of any variety, was practically unheard of on Maltive Prime. They had no police force, no army, and no interest in taking life. They were a strictly vegetarian people and went as far as to forbid the trade of any animal flesh in their star system.
The station commander, Yanik’to, reminded us of this prohibition as we radioed in for clearance to dock. “You are free to observe the customs of your own peoples aboard your vessel, but the sale of creatures or creature-byproducts is prohibited on this station, and in this star system,” he said.
The Malti language was one of whistles and growls. In the early days, they had adopted written language to communicate with representatives of the Union, but clever linguists and programmers had developed highly accurate translation software in the intervening years to facilitate verbal communication.
So when the station commander radioed us, we heard a deep and guttural voice speaking fluent English. Just as, I suppose, he must have heard whistles and growls in reply.
Maggie assured him that we would abide by the station’s laws.
He replied, “Thank you. Docking station 6 is open, and you are cleared to land. Welcome to Andor Station, Black Flag.”




Chapter Two

The place was everything we’d feared: stiff, formal and overpriced. It housed diplomats and bureaucrats from all over the Union. Some represented the Union itself, and some represented their respective home worlds.
We saw plenty of humans, but there were just as many Kudarians, Esselians, Korinthians, and Delvanians, too. There was even an aquatic wing, that housed Sciline visitors, and other water races.
And everything gleamed with an almost sterile professionalism.
“This place gives me the heebie-jeebies,” Dave said as we strolled the promenade. “Look at all these clowns in suits. Nothing good ever came of men in suits.”
“I’m not worried about the suits,” Frank said. “I’m worried about the cuisine. Look at this place: not a scrap of meat to be found anywhere.”
He gestured to the various shops and cafes, advertising food of every imaginable sort, from every corner of explored space – but all of it, meatless.
“That is not surprising,” Sydney declared. He trundled along us, mirroring his pace to the group’s. “They are vegetarian, and the sale of meat is prohibited.”
“I know,” Frank said. “It’s still disappointing.”
Jylya grinned at him. “Oh, I don’t know. It might be a good opportunity for you to give meatless food a real chance.” Like the people of Malti Prime, Korinthians rejected the notion of eating creatures, and maintained a strictly vegetarian diet.
“I don’t want to give it a chance,” Frank grumbled.
“Might do you some good,” Dave put in. “Might trim up that flabby waistline of yours.”
Frank shot a poisonous look the cook’s way, and bared his mouthful of razor sharp teeth. “I don’t need to remind you that Kudarians once ate humans, do I?”
Dave was, by now, mostly unruffled by the mention of that now-forbidden practice. So he snorted, and declared, “I’ve butchered things bigger than you.”
They might have gone on squabbling, had not Dr. Fredricks cleared his throat. “Right. Well, much as we hate to miss this, Ginny and I are going to find some place to have dinner. Catch you lot later.”
One by one, the crew went their separate ways. Even Sydney declared he had window shopping to do. What a robot needed with window shopping, I couldn’t guess. But eventually, only Maggie and I remained.
“Well,” she said, “I suppose I should stop by the embassy.”
I couldn’t quite tell if it was an artifact of days gone by, when communications necessarily happened in person or via hand delivered communiques, or – more probably – a byproduct of the self-importance of the diplomatic classes.
I had the strong impression that they liked to watch people scramble about for their benefit.
But whatever the reason, a simple radio check-in wouldn’t do. Maggie was expected to present herself in person to the Union embassy.
“Alright,” I said.
“You want to come with?” I wrinkled my nose at the idea of sitting in a stuffy waiting room waiting for some Union bigwig to deign to talk to us, and she laughed. “I’ll take that as a no.”
“I mean, I’ll go if you want me to,” I said. “But I could go get us a table at one of these restaurants instead. I was thinking Riker’s Roundtable. From what I read, it’s supposed to be good.”
She nodded. “You do that. It shouldn’t take me long. All I have to do is report, and they’ll tell me when to show up for my meeting with Meddling.”
I pecked her on the cheek. “See you soon, my dear.”
Then, smiling to myself, I headed off in search of the restaurant. I’d checked the online reviews before we got here. Not that I hadn’t grown accustomed to Dave’s cooking, of course. But if I had a choice between restaurant food and ship food, well, I’d take restaurant food.
Any day, of any week.
I found the place near the end of the promenade. It was a big, bright place, bustling with people and booming with noise.
I stood outside for half a moment, a little daunted by the sight and sound of it all. I’d been hoping for something a little quieter and a little more intimate.
Then I shrugged and got into line. It was the highest rated place on the station. That’d be worth a little noise, wouldn’t it?
A sober-faced maître de took my name, and told me it would be half an hour before she had a table for us. I could wait on one of the benches along the promenade, she said.
Which sounded alright. Despite Maggie’s optimism that she’d be out in a jiffy, I figured we’d be lucky if they processed her appointment before I had a table. And I’d be able to spot her coming, sitting out here.
I spent my time thinking about what I’d do once we reached Santa Valentina – about the beaches we’d visit, and the tours I’d try to talk Maggie into. I figured that if I gave her a list of four or five and acted like I wanted to go on all of them, I could probably talk her into two, maybe three.
I watched the people passing by absently, without paying much attention to anyone. Still, I had the impression that Dave had been right.
There were an awful lot of men in suits here. Expensive suits, and ambitious men. It was something in the look in their eyes, in their posture and gait.
I had the thought that I should have checked my account before I reserved the table, just to make sure I had enough credits to cover dinner. On a station full of people who dressed like that, everything would cost an arm and a leg.
Then, I shrugged. It didn’t matter. We were here on Union business, which meant we could expense our meals to the Union.
Problem solved.
I checked my timepiece. Twenty-five minutes.
I made a silent bet with myself that Maggie wouldn’t emerge until I already had a table. Then I went back to watching the crowd.
We’d apparently disembarked during a busy period. People of every Union species bustled back and forth, some with coffee and to-go meals in-hand, some talking into their communicators or conversing as part of large, loud groups.
A polished, vaguely British metallic voice sounded behind me. “Katherine?”
I started at the unexpectedness of it. But I recognized it at once as belonging to Syd, and laughed sheepishly at being so absorbed in my own thoughts. “Hey Syd.”
“I believe we have a problem. Or, ‘an opportunity,’ like Mr. Corano likes to say.”
Glancing over at him, I asked, “What problem?”
“Do you remember Archibald and Cassandra Fitzwilliam?”
I frowned at the mention of those names. Of course I remembered them. They’d been a pair of well-heeled crooks we’d run into on the frontier moon, New Tombstone, involved in the illegal mining and export of a dangerous gas, DTG.
Mining and export that had very nearly gotten us killed. That had killed other people, and ruined a number of lives.
“I remember.”
“Well, I believe I just saw Cassandra.”
I frowned. “Impossible. She’s under arrest. Her and Archie. They’re in prison somewhere.”
“Yes,” he said. “That was my understanding too. But – though I only caught a glimpse of her – my facial recognition algorithms have matched her with an upwards of 99.9 percent certainty.”
I stared at him, seeing past the hulking metal frame, and into a world we’d left months earlier.
I could still feel the aching heat of New Tombstone in my bones. I could feel the dryness and dust, and hear the old-world twang in passing conversation.
But more to the point, I could feel the blind terror and incandescent rage my own exposure to DTG had produced.
Passing my tongue over my suddenly dry lips, I said, “But – that can’t be right.” I almost believed it, too.
Archie and Cassandra Fitzwilliam had been neck deep in a conspiracy that led to the deaths of multiple people. They had blood on their hands, no doubt about it. And the last I knew, they were in Union hands, awaiting trial.
But Syd’s algorithms were as close to perfect as anything could get.
“Maybe she has a twin,” I said.
“Unlikely,” Sydney said. “Identical twins are rare. Only one out of every approximately 330 human pregnancies results in identical twins.”
“Sure,” I said, “but it happens.”
“Yes, but there is no record of Cassandra having an identical twin. And though it is not impossible that such a twin might have been concealed for some reason, the likelihood of that-”
“Much rarer,” I agreed.
“Exactly.”
I frowned in thought. “You’re sure?”
It was a stupid question. Sydney was a Via Robotics battlebot, an ever-evolving sentient machine. He didn’t make guesses. He didn’t get things wrong.
“As I say, she matched with an almost 100 percent certainty.”
“Shit,” I said.
“Indeed,” he said.
My initial shock fading, I started to get to my feet. I didn’t know how she’d gotten away from the Union, much less what she was doing here. But if she’d escaped somehow, we had to alert the authorities. “What was she doing? Where was she going?”
“That’s the interesting part,” he said.
It had all been interesting so far, in a terrible way. So I braced myself for whatever came next. “Oh?”
“She disappeared into a nondescript doorway on the promenade. If we weren’t on a Union station, I would say a hideout. But in the circumstances, I think we’re dealing with a safehouse.”
“A safehouse? You mean…she’s not on the lam?”
“I don’t believe so. I don’t imagine anyone would establish a hideout right under the nose of a Union embassy.”
“Unless they had some sort of in with whoever runs the embassy.”
“Admiral Meddling,” Sydney supplied. “He’s both the highest-ranking military officer and civilian attaché. But I do not think so. Even if the Admiral was compromised, I cannot think this would be an ideal location for an escapee.”
I glanced up and down the promenade, at the pristine shops with their costly price tags, at the endless parade of men and women in suits.
The kind of people who would be informed about Union affairs. The kind of people who probably had heard of a case as important as the New Tombstone business.
“No,” I agreed. “I guess not. Someone would recognize her.”
“Which means she’s here for official reasons.”
“The Fitzwilliam’s finally decided to turn evidence against their paymasters,” I said, a touch of triumph in my tone. When I’d pressed Archie Fitzwilliam, he’d turned me down flat, declaring he’d sooner take whatever the Union could throw at him rather than cross his bosses.
“I concur,” Sydney said. “Which explains why Admiral Meddling summoned Magdalene to speak in person.”
“Does it?” No sooner than had I asked, did the explanation cross my mind. “Of course. It has nothing to do with Space Station Frontera, does it? This is about what happened on New Tombstone.”
“That is my conclusion as well.”
I heard my name, in the high, thin voice of the maître de.
“Shit,” I said. “I’m supposed to go to dinner with Maggie.”
“So you should,” Sydney urged.
“Shouldn’t we tell the others?”
“No. If I am correct, we will know soon enough. And I do not believe we should run the risk of inadvertent or accidental disclosures, if the Union is preparing a case.”
“‘Loose lips sink ships.’”
“Precisely.”
I won the bet with myself. I’d already had my first glass of wine when Maggie showed up. She looked frazzled and slightly irritated.
Sydney had returned to his window shopping, the pair of us agreeing that we’d bring Maggie in on his findings; and we’d leave it to her to decide who else to tell, and when. So it was only me waiting when she arrived.
I let her get settled, and bring me up to speed about her meeting with Meddling’s attaché: a young Kudarian whose sense of self-importance exceeded his manners.
Raising her voice to be heard over the din of the crowd, she told me that he’d kept her waiting for half an hour for a meeting that took all of a minute. He’d informed her in pinched tones that she would be meeting with the admiral or whichever members of his staff were available on the morning after next, at 9:30 sharp.
She would need to wait, he told her, for someone to bring her a security clearance pass that would allow her into the meeting with the admiral. “It should only be a few minutes,” he’d said before taking his leave.
She’d proceeded to wait for a quarter of an hour before anyone showed up. Which, knowing what I knew of the bureaucracy of the Union and the admiralty particularly, was pretty quick, all things considered.
None of that explained her frazzled air. That, I quickly ascertained, could be attributed to the officer who had presented her credentials. Her name was a Lieutenant Richards. “And she practically accused me of being a spy,” Maggie said, taking a long sip of her own glass of wine.
“A spy?”
Maggie nodded. “She gave me the third degree, and then went on a rant about the Union’s use of private contractors and privateers, and what a mess that made for security. ‘Cheesecloth.’ That’s what she called it.
“‘It’s like trying to plug a leak with cheesecloth.’”
“What the hell is cheesecloth?” I asked.
She stared at me for a second, then laughed. “Well, I’m not the only person in the galaxy who didn’t know that. I asked her the same thing.
“Turns out it’s a type of cloth cheesemakers used to use. Maybe they still do. I don’t know. But the point is, it acts like a strainer. Holds back the solids, lets liquid pass through.”
“Information being the liquid?” I asked, trying to follow the muddled analogy.
“Apparently. Finally, I told her to take it up with her boss if she didn’t like it. I’d be just as happy to be on my way.” She shook her head. “She wasn’t happy about that either, but at least she let me go.”
“Well,” I said dryly, “Thursday’s meeting should be loads of fun.”
“Right? Can’t wait. But what’s going on? You said you had something to tell me?”
So I told her what Sydney had learned, keeping my voice as low as possible. I didn’t think anyone would overhear us. I didn’t think they could in the general din, but no sense taking chances.
“The admiral’s people didn’t say anything about Frontier’s Edge, did they?” I asked when I finished the story. Frontier’s Edge was the front company Archie Fitzwilliam had worked for back on New Tombstone.
She shook her head. “Not a word. When I talked to Meddling, I got the impression that we were going to talk about Frontera.” She frowned in thought. “But I guess he never said that. Not directly. Hinted, but nothing concrete.”
I nodded eagerly. “I bet Archie and Cassandra finally decided to turn evidence.”
“I’m surprised,” she said.
“Me too.”
“They seemed pretty hellbent on keeping their secrets.”
“Pretty terrified of crossing whoever it was they were protecting,” I agreed.
Then the waiter arrived with our menus, and I forgot all about the Fitzwilliam’s and Frontier’s Edge. The place was as expensive as I’d supposed, but not without reason. The selections all sounded excellent.
In the end, I settled for a mushroom and squash wellington, and Maggie got the ratatouille. The serving staff carried out our main courses along with a parade of vegetable sides, some protein heavy, and others sweet and flavorful.
The food proved worth every credit, and I found myself grateful for another day at the station, if only so I could come back here to try other selections on the menu.
We paid the tab and set out exploring the station. But, slowly, since we’d each eaten a lot. At both ends of the promenade, and interspersed in nooks between the shops, large windows and accompanying seats provided overlooks for the planet itself.
Maggie wrapped an arm around me, and our steps gravitated to one of these nooks – a quiet little area, set apart from the hustle and bustle of the main thoroughfare.
Maltive Prime looked much as it had on our approach: brown and yellow and, to my human eyes, not very welcoming.
But Maggie seemed transfixed by it. She stared for a long time, a faraway look in her eyes. “You know what’s funny?” she asked after a space.
“What?”
“I haven’t seen a single Malti so far.”
I frowned. I’d seen dozens of species on the station so far, but the fact was, she was right: I hadn’t run across any Malti either. “Well,” I said, “that commander we talked to on approach was Malti, Yanik’to.”
“Yes. But I haven’t seen him yet. Not in person.”
“Me either.”
“Doesn’t that strike you as strange?”
I thought about it for a long moment. On the one hand, it was odd. We were in the Malti system, right above their homeworld. It would follow that we’d run into the people in whose backyard we’d camped.
On the other…
I glanced up and down the station promenade. As space stations went, it seemed fine. But it was still a station: at its core, not much more than a metal box with atmosphere in orbit around their world.
A sterile, cold, stuffy metal box.
“I don’t know. If it was me, I’d probably rather be on my own planet than here.”




Chapter Three

We bumped into Sydney on the way back to the ship. Rather, he intercepted us, trundling out from one of the nooks at great speed. I gathered he’d been lying in wait, expecting us to past that way.
“Good evening, Katherine,” he said. “Good evening, Captain.”
“Hey Syd,” I said.
“Good evening, Sydney,” Maggie said with the same gravity and formality in her tone, and a twinkle in her eye.
“Have you had a chance to discuss the matter we discussed, Katherine?”
“Cassandra? Yes, she told me,” Maggie answered.
“Excellent. How do you wish to proceed, Captain?”
Maggie shrugged. “I guess I’ll just ask Meddling when I see him on Thursday. If he doesn’t mention it first, anyway.”
“And do you mean to inform the rest of the crew?”
A blank expression crossed her face. “I suppose. It hadn’t really crossed my mind one way or the other.”
“We weren’t sure if you’d want to keep it under wraps until you had a chance to talk to the admiral,” I explained.
Maggie considered this for a moment, and then said, “Probably a good idea. Just in case it is some kind of secret. If they’re building a case against whoever is behind Frontier’s Edge, I don’t want any of us to slip up and give them an advanced warning.”
“A solid plan, Captain. ‘Loose lips sink ships,’ as they say. Anyway, I should like to see the admiral’s face when you mention Cassandra.”
She smiled. “That’s provided I ever get to see the admiral, and Lieutenant Grumpypants doesn’t arrest me before I get there.”
“Captain?”
“Don’t you know? We’re cheesecloth, Mr. Sydney.” A few glasses of wine later, Mags was certainly taking the lieutenant’s comments a lot more cheerily than she had at first.
“Cheesecloth? I’m afraid I do not understand.”
Maggie repeated her story, and Sydney listened with growing distress. “Cheesecloth? What a niche reference.”
“That’s what I thought,” I said.
“Cheesecloth is utilized by a handful of species in specialized production. And most of those species have their own terms for it.”
I nodded. “The point of an analogy is to make something make more sense, isn’t it? Swiss cheese would have been one thing. I mean, you think of holes when you think of Swiss cheese, right?”
“Although no one filters anything with Swiss cheese,” Sydney pointed out.
“No, but she could have revised her phrase by a few words, and it would have made a lot more sense. ‘More holes in our security than Swiss cheese,’ or something like that.”
“That would have been considerably more obvious.”
A bemused expression crossed Maggie’s face. “Yes, well, I suppose I was more focused on the part where she basically called us spies.”
I felt my face flush. Maybe I’d had more wine than I realized.
“Certainly, that’s uncalled for,” Sydney said. “But she does have a point. However she buried it in obscure references.”
Maggie frowned. “She does?”
“Indeed. Not about us, per se, but in general. And I suppose, yes: even about us.”
“You think we’re going to leak Union secrets?” Maggie asked.
I giggled at the idea of us, having access to top secret intel. “And what secrets, anyway? ‘This admiral likes the sound of his own voice more than most’? ‘This colony goes through more whiskey than soap’?”
“There are things you do not divulge to the crew,” Sydney said. “This matter with Cassandra, for instance.”
“Well, yes,” Maggie said, “But that’s different.”
“I do not agree. You are sensible captain, and so you make sensible choices. You understand that, for instance, Mr. David, or young Ray, do not need to know something that might imperil a Union case against a cabal of dangerous criminals.
“But what if you were less sensible? Or what it if it was Ray or David who saw Cassandra, and not me? Then they would surmise what we have, and be privy to intel that might put the case in jeopardy. Something such a crewman might divulge.”
“Someone seeing her on the station has nothing to do with us working for the Union,” Maggie countered. “That’s on them, for not running a tight safe house.”
“I’m sorry, but again, I cannot agree. Very few of the ships that arrive here do so on anything but Union business. If not for the admiral summoning you back here, we should not be here at all. Then no one – not myself, nor any of the crew – would have seen her.”
“Still,” I protested, “we’re trustworthy. And anyway, it’s not like Union crews don’t have intelligence hierarchies of their own. Ensigns don’t know what captains know.”
“That is true. But on a private ship, the penalty for leaking information can be no more severe than a termination of employment. The Union can mete out far more substantial deterrents.”
He was right, of course, but neither Maggie nor I would admit that our employment, if it didn’t outright jeopardize Union security, at least fit into a model that jeopardized it.
“Well, Sydney,” Maggie said, “we’ll have to agree to disagree. I think we do damned fine work for the Union.”
“I did not call the quality of our work into question, Captain.”
“Anyway,” I said, “if there is some kind of Union safe house here, and they’re letting a star witness wander around unattended, that seems like a pretty good indictment of the Union’s ability to handle their own business.”
“Maybe they need more of us, not fewer,” Maggie declared.
At this juncture – with both of us a little wine drunk and a lot stubborn and inflexible – Sydney determined it best to disengage. With a, “Quite, Captain,” he took his leave, declaring he would make another circuit of the station.
“I don’t know what’s gotten into that robot,” Maggie grumbled as we headed back to the ship. “Has he forgotten all the times we’ve done the jobs no one else wanted to? Gone places they didn’t want to go, done things they didn’t want to do?”
I didn’t point out that, without us there to force those jobs onto, the admiralty would have necessarily found a Union ship to do the job.
“You’ve been building a roster of private clients anyway,” I said mildly. “So even if the Lieutenant Richards get their way, it won’t matter much to us.”
“No,” she said. “Hell, the Union’s been more of a pain in our asses than anything else. This whole business with New Tombstone and Frontier’s Edge – we only got mixed up in it because of them.”
“And we almost died in the process,” I added.
“Exactly. They can keep their jobs. Save us the trouble.”
Most of the crew had returned, and the wine had largely worn off by time we went to bed. Or so I thought, anyway. Still, I was sleepier than the hour dictated, so we turned in rather than taking an evening stroll.
Exploring the station could wait until tomorrow.
I fell asleep almost as soon as my head hit the pillow – the heavy, dreamless sleep that followed a good meal and good wine.
I woke from the same, deep sleep the next morning, when my alarm went off. Maggie was already up, and already drinking her first coffee of the morning.
I yawned and dragged myself through the usual morning routine: shower, coffee, and good morning kisses, in no particular order, each step managing to bring me a little nearer to fully awake.
We didn’t breakfast on the ship, but rather headed out to one of the cafes. Like the evening before, the promenade bustled with activity. But this was a shore leave day, so we had nowhere to be, and no particular schedule to follow.
We picked a busy little place and had to wait three-quarters of an hour for a table. But at last, one opened. A tall, slender Esselian man in a dark suit of exceptional quality led us to a second story balcony, and pointed out an empty table overlooking the promenade.
“There you are,” he said. “Your server will be right with you. Have a lovely morning, ladies.”
Not half a minute after he’d left, a woman in a dark skirt and crisp white blouse of impeccable cut and – to my admittedly untrained eye anyway – excellent quality arrived. She was, I saw with interest, Tulian – a member of that sister race to the Esselians. She had long silver hair like Corano, whose ancestry was a mix of Esselian and Tulian.
But unlike our tactical officer, who had inherited the copper skin of his Esselian ancestors, hers was a pale violet color. She was shockingly beautiful, with high cheekbones, sky blue eyes and fair features.
Those eyes cast a discreet, appraising glance over us. But whatever she concluded, I could not tell. Her tones were warm and very polished when she spoke.
She introduced herself as Karina and welcomed us to the café. Then she asked, “Is this your first time here?”
How the hell did she figure that out? I wondered.
“Yes,” Maggie said. “To the café and the station.”
Karina flashed a bright smile. “Well, in that case, let me tell you about our specials.” She listed a handful of breakfast items and specialty beverages. “Personally, I always recommend the coconut crepes. They’re topped with coconut cream and a Tulian waterberry compote.”
A quick expression of rapture crossed her face. “Divine.”
“Well,” Maggie said, “with a recommendation like that, why not?”
I got the same, with more coffee, naturally, and Karina headed off to put our orders in.
“Do we really look that provincial?” I asked after she’d gone. I glanced around the balcony and inside the darker interior dining room, appraising the outfits of our fellow diners. Some wore the same kinds of suits and ties and skirts and jackets I’d seen the night before, but plenty hadn’t. “I mean, we’re casual, sure, but so are lots of people.”
“What?”
“Well, she knew right away we were new.”
Maggie smiled. “On a place like this, there’s only so many places to dine. You’re bound to recognize the locals.”
“I guess,” I said.
“Anyway, we’re tourists today. I’m sure we look it.” Then, catching my gaze again falling to my attire – a perfectly serviceable pair of slacks and a comfortable blouse – she shook her head. “I don’t mean our clothes. I mean, the wide-eyed curiosity.”
She made a face that roughly modeled interest, but in an over-the-top, comic fashion, with her green eyes opened as wide as they’d go, and her mouth formed into a cartoonishly astonished o.
I laughed. “I do not look like that.”
“Not here,” she conceded. “But you certainly did on New Tombstone.”
I didn’t bother to deny it. As bad as the weather and wildlife had been, the endless desert, the fantastical, old-world atmosphere, and the friendly populace had charmed me. “In my defense,” I started.
“Oh no,” she interrupted, laughing herself, “you have absolutely no defense. Not after filling our room with all that cowboy junk.”
I had acquired more than a few old west style outfits, that I’d since had no real occasion to wear. “Hmph,” I snorted. “I seem to remember a few occasions when you particularly enjoyed those outfits.”
Her cheeks turned pink, no doubt as the memories I’d intended to conjure flooded back. Memories of love making, and laughter, and general goofiness.
“Well,” she allowed, “I suppose there were a few things I liked. That one hat and pair of boots in particular…”
Karina returned to our table a moment later to find us smiling and holding hands. Probably, looking like a pair of lovesick dopes. She pretended not to notice, and left water and coffee, and a promise that our food would be out shortly.
“We’re going to have to tip her well,” Maggie commented, “after turning her stomach like that.”
I went on holding her hand, but with the other lifted my cup of coffee. Steam rose from it, hot and heavy with the fragrance of a good, bold coffee. Too hot to drink right away. I blew on the surface, and scalding steam rose toward my face.
So I returned the cup to its saucer and opened my mouth to reply to Maggie. The words never came out, though.
A high scream split the air. A woman’s voice, loud and thin and full of terror. The kind of terror that strikes some ancient chord deep in the human soul. A primitive note, that conjures a primitive response. That touches the oldest, most primitive parts of the human brain; the parts that kept the species alive long enough to develop the rest.
I threw a wild glance around, looking for the threat, whatever it was; or at least some place to take cover. Fight or flight.
Stand my ground or get to safety.
Then movement from across the promenade caught my eye. It was a brief moment, half a second maybe.
But it seemed to happen in slow motion. A woman dropped from somewhere above, on the other side of the hall. A woman whose aristocratic features I vaguely recognized. Vaguely, but not enough to put a name to.
Not as I watched her drop.
Her arms flailed. Her legs kicked. She writhed as if trying to right herself, or to grab hold of something. She seemed to float slowly downward, appearing out of nowhere into my line of view and then vanishing out of sight again.
Then the world resumed its normal pace. I heard screams from the startled diners around us; chairs scraping across the floor as breakfasters leaped to their feet, and quick footsteps as people raced to the balcony.
Over all of that, I heard the sound of the woman’s body hitting the steel floor. A grotesque sound. The sound of bones crunching, of organs rupturing, of skin tearing.
My mind caught up to my eyes. “Cassandra Fitzwilliam,” I breathed. “That was Cassandra Fitzwilliam.”
Magige had already gotten to her feet, already reached the edge of the balcony before the rest of the crowd. She didn’t look down at the body, either. She looked up and across the way, toward wherever Cassandra had fallen from.
“Up there,” she shouted, and I realized she was talking to me. “That fourth story apartment. Come on.”
She turned and raced past the table, back into the dining room. I followed, numb and sick to my stomach. I had the terrible feeling that we were going to run smack dab into Cassandra’s mangled body.
I didn’t want to see her. I had no love for the woman, certainly. She’d been a horrible, mercenary person along with her husband. She’d played her own role in the disasters on New Tombstone.
But not liking her didn’t mean I wanted her dead, either. And in my mind’s eye, I could still see her face floating by me. I could see the shock in her eyes, the incomprehension.
The fear.
Maggie hadn’t paused or slowed, though, and some insensible, primal instinct drove me to stay close to her. We were in no danger. Whoever had done Cassandra in had been on the other side of the promenade, four stories up.
And they’d been there for Cassandra. Not for me, and not for Maggie.
But still, despite my already ragged breathing and trembling pulse, something made me race to catch up with her, and something made me stick to her side. I needed that sense of nearness, of being beside the person I trusted more than anyone.
She didn’t pause by Cassandra’s body, like I’d feared she might. She ran instead for a nondescript door in the promenade paneling: a dark portal that matched the dark gray steel of the walls.
She tried the handle, and it didn’t budge. She threw her shoulder against it, but to no avail. It was solid steel, and it wouldn’t give.
Maggie stood back, glancing upward. I followed the line of her gaze for the first time. It seemed to be some kind of office space, possibly with residential quarters above. On the third and fourth stories, I saw balconies, behind which I could only just glimpse the tops of dark, curtained doors.
“Either he’s still in there, or there’s got to be another way out,” Maggie said.
“What?”
“Whoever threw her from the balcony.”
I blinked. “Threw her? You mean…” In my dazed state, I’d assumed an attack. But nothing we’d seen so far had borne that out. “Couldn’t she have slipped? Couldn’t it have been an accident?”
She shook her head. “No chance. Come on. We need to find a way in there.”
I stood for half a second after she started off, rooted to the spot. I wanted it to be an accident. I didn’t want the terror I’d witnessed in Cassandra’s face to have been deliberately inflicted.
Maggie headed for a shop to the left of the door, an upscale clothier that promised to dress the working professional in the perfect blend of quality and comfort. I thought, passing mannequins sporting suits that cost as much as a half a year’s salary, that the suits had better be lined in gold for that many credits.
Maggie didn’t pay them a second look. She ran to the unoccupied counter and craned her neck to see into the back room beyond. “Hello?”
No one answered. “They’re probably out there,” I said, waving over my shoulder. It seemed most of the promenade had emptied out there.
She nodded and ducked behind the counter. “Come on.”
I stared. “We…we shouldn’t be doing that.”
She didn’t seem to hear me. On the contrary, she headed for the back room. I threw a nervous glance around – first at the door, and then the camera, conspicuously angled toward the till.
Well, we weren’t robbing the place. Sure, they’d see us run into the back room. But someone had just fallen to their deaths. Or, worse, been killed. Maybe they’d think we were looking for a comm panel.
So cajoling myself, I followed her into a comfortable office with a desk, a large rolling chair, and a plush couch.
She’d already moved through that, past a break room with a kitchen area and television, and into a backroom. There were boxes of product here, but she ignored them and headed instead for a steel door.
In big, block red letters, it read Emergency Exit. Do Not Block.
“This way,” she said, pushing the door opened.
We emerged into a dark hall, with metal stairs on either side. It looked like the alley of an old city apartment building, the kind with fire escapes leading down to the pavement. Except there was no open sky overhead, no city streets beyond.
These were fire escapes, serving the shop we’d just left and all the apartments over it, and the building from which Cassandra had plunged to her death. But they led into this hall, and the hall led to a one-way door in the station paneling.
An invisible door, I realized, from outside.
I started to say something, but Maggie touched a finger to her lips. “He’s still here,” she whispered. “We would have seen him leaving otherwise.”
I nodded. Other than the time it took us to get downstairs, and those few seconds between when we’d entered the clothier and got into the hall, we’d had eyes on promenade or the hall. And I didn’t count the time it took to get downstairs.
Whoever had pushed her would have had to get downstairs too, and from two stories higher. Which meant that the only possibility we’d missed him was that stretch of time between entering the clothier and coming out here.
I surveyed the stairs above us. Even in the dim emergency lighting, I could see no one. Had they seen us opening the door, and ducked into one of the upper floors? Maybe.
But maybe they’d reached the promenade while I’d been dithering inside the shop, worrying about cameras. Sure, the killer had more ground to cover. But he had a head start, too. He’d probably started running as soon as he pushed Cassandra.
He would have been in motion while I was still seated, staring dumbfounded across the way. He would have been in motion while Maggie was looking over the side of the balcony. He would have had his route already planned, while we were trying to figure out where to go.
Maggie headed for the stairs, racing up them on the tips of her toes. The motion muted the sounds of her footfalls, but not completely.
I followed at a slower pace, keeping an apprehensive eye on the doors overhead. If I was wrong, if the killer hadn’t already ducked out into the promenade, he might burst out at any second.
And neither Maggie nor I were armed. Station law prohibited carrying weapons off our ships. Even Sydney, whose powerful armaments were built in, had to submit to a check to ensure that he’d disabled them before station security would let him disembark.
I had a sneaking suspicion that the kind of person who would throw someone off a rooftop wouldn’t be above breaking station policy. So we might be racing straight towards an armed killer.
Maggie reached the second floor and pressed against the door. It didn’t budge. I gained ground on her before she started moving again, back towards the stairs.
We went up another flight of stairs, toward the third floor. She threw her weight against it too, but to no avail. I ran the last few steps until I made the landing. “Mags,” I said, as she started to turn. “We should –”
I heard a door swing open on quiet hinges. Not above me. Not below me.
Behind me.
I spun around at the same time Maggie’s eyes started to widen. I felt her collide against me, pulling me downward. But I had eyes for nothing but the sight before me.
There, on the third-floor landing of the shop side fire escapes, was a man in a dark suit, holding a gun. I saw the blast of red and heard the whine of laser fire.
Then, I felt hard metal beneath me, smashing every surface of my body. Or so it seemed. The floor fell away underneath me. I was tumbling, rolling and smashing. My eyes watered with pain.
I heard more gunfire, and voices shouting.
“There they are.”
“Hold your fire, dammit. Take them alive.”
I heard Maggie cursing in pain, and, somewhere in the mix, my own voice whimpering with fear and, yes, pain. Every inch of me seemed to ache, and no wonder. I’d been battered against the stairs, step after step. My head rang. My knees and elbows smarted, my back throbbed, and hot blood trickled down my face.
And then, my downward motion stopped. I landed heavily on a metal landing, and a moment later, Maggie careened down on top of me. She was moving fast enough, and the landing was hard enough, that it hurt.
I groaned, half aware that the bad guys – whoever the hell they were – would be on us any minute. We were going to die.
“Come on,” Maggie said, grabbing my arm. “Come on, Kay.”
I started to rise. And then the door behind us burst open, and another man with another gun burst through.
Maggie started to move for him, but he leveled the barrel with her face. “Freeze, or I will shoot.”
Someone else said, “You’re under arrest.”
I blinked at the man with the gun. Arrest? Then these weren’t the people who had killed Cassandra. These were the good guys.




Chapter Four

The next few minutes passed in a whirlwind, during which I revisited my theory. They had badges, alright, that identified them as Union and station security forces. But good guys was relative. Because they sure as heck didn’t act like good guys.
They threw me back against the floor, hard, and wrenched my arms behind me so violently I was in tears before they slapped the cuffs on me. Then they hauled me up the stairs with a brutality that had to have been practiced.
Somehow, every step managed to whack my shins, or my ankles, or my legs.
They weren’t treating Maggie any more gently. I could hear her trying to reason, trying to talk to them; and I could hear her grunts of pain as they roughed her up.
Then we stopped at the fourth floor, and one of the guys waved a badge in front of what seemed to be just another panel on the wall. But a clicking sound answered, and the door opened.
They shoved me in first, so hard I stumbled. Someone grabbed me by my hair and pulled me to my feet.
“Leave your hands off her, dammit,” Maggie barked. “You’re wasting your time with us while whoever killed Cassandra gets away.”
I heard the thump of someone smacking her, and a grunt of pain in response. I tried to straighten up so that I could turn around, but to no avail. My arms had been bound too tightly, and a broad palm hovered over my back anyway, ready to push me in whatever direction they wanted.
We were in a sterile antechamber, with a bench along one wall and one-way glass on the other side. A door stood opposite the fire escape door, and it opened now.
They pushed us through that one too, and into a hallway, down two doors, and into an office. One of the men in a suit stayed behind, and the others stomped out and slammed the door behind us.
We tried to talk to the guy who stayed behind. I told him, in admittedly frantic tones, that we’d been at the café eating breakfast when Cassandra had taken the plunge, that we had nothing to do with her death, and that they’d made a mistake.
Maggie’s voice came steadier, and her narrative less disjointed. She explained what had happened, what we’d been doing, and why. But it made no difference to our minder. He stood rigid, gun in hand, with an indifferent expression staring out at the wall.
As if he could see right through us.
I don’t know how many minutes passed. But eventually, people started to file back in. A pair of suits hauled Maggie off, and another pair pulled me into an interview room with them.
Whatever the initial wait – when it had been just Maggie, me, and the indifferent guard – had done to lessen my earlier panic, finding myself alone with these guys brought it back in force.
I started to babble that I wanted a lawyer, that I had done nothing wrong. “I know we probably shouldn’t have gone behind the counter, but that’s not a crime, is it? A woman had been murdered.”
One of the guys, a tall, barrel-chested human, cleared his throat and identified himself as Mark Avery.
The other reached behind me. I winced, half-expecting a blow. But I heard the click of a lock and felt my cuffs releasing.
My shoulders and upper arms ached with a stiffness that, in the short term, movement only exacerbated. Still, I could turn now, and I watched the guy with the cuff key retreat. He was an average sized Kudarian, which meant that he towered over Agent Avery.
“This is Agent F’ian,” Avery said.
The Kudarian nodded and took a seat across from me, but he didn’t speak. He just watched with an impassive expression.
“Your name is Ellis-Landon, correct? Katherine Ellis-Landon?”
I nodded, mumbling, “Kay.”
“Alright, Kay. We need you to tell us why you were trying to break into a secure Union facility.”
I stared at him. “I wasn’t.”
“Look, Kay, we’re trying to do this the easy way. But we have you on camera, and half a dozen witnesses – F’ian here included – who saw you. So you can be smart, and level with us, or we can start with what charges we’re going to file, and you can take your chances in court.”
“I want a lawyer,” I said.
He shrugged and sighed. “Okay. Charges it is then.”
“For what?”
“Trespassing. Attempting to illegally enter a secure facility. Disturbing the scene of a crime. Assaulting an officer of the law. Conspiracy to commit murder. I’ve got a list.”
I stared in horror. “Murder? Assault? I didn’t.”
“Then,” he said, with an air of long-tested patience, “why don’t you tell me what you did do?”
When I hesitated, F’ian offered in a deep, calm tone, “You’ve got nothing to worry about, if you really are innocent, Ms. Ellis-Landon.”
The smart thing probably would have been to hold out for that lawyer. But I’d already told them everything we did. And, like plenty of suckers before me, I fell for the good cop’s line, and his quiet, patient delivery after the threatening tone of the bad cop.
Fortunately for me, it wasn’t a trap. They weren’t trying to trick me into a confession, or corner me using my own words. Because they already knew Maggie and I had nothing to do with Cassandra’s death.
It was F’ian who let that tidbit slip. But not right away. First, I had to explain what we did, and why. Avery grilled me like he didn’t believe a word of it, asking me the same questions over and over.
What table had we been sitting at, and what had we ordered?
Had we asked for seats on the balcony?
Would the waitress remember us?
Did I remember her name?
Most of the questions pertained to the murder, but some dealt with our reason for being on the station.
How long had we been on Station Andor, and how long did we mean to stay?
What was our business on the station?
Had I ever visited here before?
Did I know anyone living on Andor?
All the while, he interspersed the questions with implied threats.
“You know that we’ll be able to verify that with the café staff, Katherine,” and, “Well, we can check the arrival logs to see if they tell the same story,” and so on.
Finally, Avery sighed and checked his notes. He tapped his fingers and glanced at F’ian. The Kudarian nodded mildly.
“Well,” Avery said, “I think that’s all we need for now.”
I blinked, too afraid to get my hopes up that they’d really – finally – be letting me go. “You mean – I can leave?”
“Don’t leave the station, and stay away from restricted areas,” Avery said severely. “But yes, for the moment we have no further questions. F’ian here will show you the way out.”
The Kudarian agent got to his feet and gestured toward the door. “This way.”
I sprang to my feet intent on following him, but a thought crossed my mind. A thought that froze my progress. “What about Maggie?”
He kept walking toward the door. “Ms. Landon-Ellis is waiting for you.”
I fell in behind him now. “Then, you’re not – charging us with murder?”
“Not unless you can fly.”
“What?”
“We’ve got you on camera drinking your coffee at the café across the street when she was falling.” He held open the door and flashed me a smile that he probably thought would be reassuring. “So we know you didn’t push her.”
“Then what were all those damned questions?” I demanded.
He shut the door after me, and his expression took on a more apologetic air. Whether sincere or not, I couldn’t say. “Just being thorough. Ah, here we are: this one right here. Your missus is in here.”
If he’d meant it as a distraction, well, it worked. I forgot all about being roughed up and dragged up the stairs. I forgot about the needless questions and the infuriatingly unnecessary good cop, bad cop routine.
I could think of nothing but Maggie. I stepped through the doorway as it opened. And sure enough, there she was: arms crossed, leaning against the back of a blocky sofa in a living room type room.
She was focused on something, or someone, across the room. Her green eyes shone with a fierce light, and she had a pugnacious set to her shoulders and in her general posture. But as the door opened, she glanced over, and the anger drained from her eyes.
She stood upright, pushing off the sofa, and started toward me.
“Mags,” I said, closing the distance between us and wrapping my arms around her.
“You okay?” she asked in a low tone.
I nodded. “Yeah.”
She squeezed me tight, and then turned back to her prior focal point. This was an agent, younger than either of us, with cool blue eyes and an unconcerned air. “I will be taking this up with the admiral,” Mags told her.
“You do that,” the agent said. “It’ll be a waste of your time. We don’t report to the military. We operate independently. But suit yourself.” Then, with a quick, dismissive flick of her wrist, she added, “Exit’s that way. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”
We followed the hall to an elevator, accompanied by Avery. He saw us into it, and then sent us down to the first floor. “You need a badge to get back up here,” he explained as the doors shut. “So don’t try. It won’t work.”
Then the doors shut, and the elevator beeped, and we began to descend.
Maggie fumed as we stood in the lift. Whoever had pushed Mrs. Fitzwilliam had gotten away while the station security forces were busy body slamming us, she told me. From her tone, I ascertained that the escape rankled as much as the body slamming.
“That whole act, all the questions: they were saving face,” she said. “They already knew we weren’t involved by that point. It was just for show. Bastards.”
I rubbed my sore arms. “I’m going to be covered in bruises. These guys must have missed use of force day at the academy, or wherever they got their training.”
She nodded, wrapping an arm around my waist. “Bunch of bastards.”
“So what happened? Why was Cassandra even here?”
“Agent Carrington – the asshole interviewing me – said she was a witness.”
“She did turn evidence against Archie’s bosses, then?”
“I guess. But the funny thing is, it sounds like he didn’t. Like she was the one cooperating, not him.”
“And she’s dead, and he’s not.”
Maggie nodded. The elevator came to a stop and beeped. The doors opened, and we stepped into a quiet lobby full of nondescript furniture and a few bland houseplants. It looked like the lobby of a generic hotel, sans the reception desk with an underpaid employee doing their best to muster up fake enthusiasm.
“So that place – it’s what? A Union safe house?”
“Not very safe,” Maggie said dryly. “But yes. She was here, under justice department protection.”
“Some protection,” I snorted. I thought that they might have been more effective if they spent more time protecting, and less time roughing up civilians. But it did explain that roughness.
They’d just blown their sole mission: protect Cassandra Fitzwilliam. Now she was dead, and they thought we might be responsible.
With a shiver, I realized we’d probably gotten off lucky. “I’m surprised they didn’t shoot us, to be honest.”
“They tried,” she reminded me. “Lucky for us, whoever the shooter was, he obviously needed more time at the range.”
We walked in silence to the door, and stepped out onto the promenade – a far different promenade than the last time we’d seen it.
There was no body here, no crowds, no hum of frightened interest. The shops and cafés had resumed operation. The desk at the clothier’s had a bright faced young man behind it. The tables overlooking the scene of Cassandra’s death were again packed. The promenade floor glistened with a fresh washing.
Like it never happened, I thought. Like a woman hadn’t just been pushed to her death in this very spot.
Maggie guided me away from the scene gently, saying, “Come on. Let’s get back to the ship. I meant what I said – I am filing a report detailing the overuse of force.
“Those goons answer to the justice department, not the military, but I’ll make sure Meddling gets a copy. He’s the reason we’re here.”




Chapter Five

The crew was waiting for us on the Black Flag. They’d heard about the death, though only Sydney guessed the identity of the victim. No one else knew we’d spotted Cassandra, so though they’d heard whispers of foul play, they figured it must be some kind of personal grudge turned deadly.
Still, the fact that we hadn’t surfaced through it all, and that our comms had been unavailable had caused a bit of alarm. Our harassed state when we returned did nothing to relieve it.
So Maggie laid out the real score: the safehouse, the justice department, and the assassination.
No one seemed thrilled to have been left in the dark, but Corano and Dave tied for the most offended. Corano declared in pinched tones that, as head of security, he would have thought he merited at least a bit of confidence from his captain.
Dave’s concern had less basis in practicality. “Hold on a second. You mean, you told the bucket of bolts, but not us?”
“Mr. Sydney told us,” Maggie corrected. “He was the one who spotted Cassandra.”
This did nothing to comfort Dave. He went on scowling. “To think I passed up that job on a Kulitheran freighter for this. Because nothing beats being on a crew where you’re less informed than a goddamned robot.”
Sydney intervened before Maggie could speak, declaring, “I feel it right to note, David, that I made my identification with less than one hundred percent certainty. I caught little more than what you would call ‘a glimpse’ of Ms. Fitzwilliam, and therefore it was conceivable that I had been mistaken.”
I regarded Sydney with surprise. He wasn’t lying exactly – it had not been an absolute identification. But he wasn’t being honest, either. He was implying, though not directly claiming, a lot more uncertainty than in fact had ever existed.
Still, sometimes a little judicious deception could be permissible. Especially where Dave was concerned.
The cook turned angry eyes to the robot. “Should have known you were behind it,” he said, without elaborating on how or what he supposed Syd to have masterminded.
“Still,” Corano said, his tone somewhat mollified, “you should have mentioned it to me and Ria, Captain. Even if Sydney had been incorrect, the possibility was worth bringing to our attention, considering the threat the Fitzwilliam’s posed this crew in the past.”
“You’re right, Corano. I’m sorry. I should have brought it up.”
This seemed to set Corano at ease, and with him, the rest of the crew. Even Dave offered a grunt that might have been acceptance of the proffered apology.
“So what now?” Frank asked. “How long are they going to keep you grounded?”
“I expect it won’t be long,” Maggie said. “I think they’re just saving face. Trying to make it look like they didn’t completely bungle pursuit of the real killer by focusing on us.”
“Any idea who it was?” Ria asked. “Obviously, on the payroll of Frontier’s Edge, or whoever’s behind that. But do they have any suspects or security footage?”
“I don’t know,” Maggie admitted. “I tried to get answers out of Agent Carrington, but you may as well talk to a brick wall as that one.”
I nodded ruefully, recalling my own futile attempts with Agent Avery. “I didn’t even find out we weren’t suspects ourselves until they were letting me go.”
We talked it through for another half an hour, but came to no real conclusions. None of us had seen anything, save Cassandra’s death fall. We hadn’t glimpsed any sinister strangers hovering around the safe house, or running away after. We hadn’t seen mysterious figures skulking about the promenade.
We hadn’t seen and didn’t know anything.
“I’ll sort our clearance to leave tomorrow morning, anyway,” Maggie said. “This is a station situation, and it has nothing to do with us. As soon as I’m done talking to Meddling, I want to get the hell out of here.”
“Hear, hear,” Ray declared, tapping his console rather more vigorously than I – on whose shoulders the responsibility of maintaining the ship’s consoles ultimately fell – cared to see. “I’m overdue for time off.”
Corano snorted quietly, murmuring, “You’d think he’d need to work first, in order to be due time off.”
Ria smirked and elbowed him. Ray ignored the pair of them. “I’m going to get blitzed and lay on the beach, all day.”
“Sounds like a recipe for drowning if I ever heard one,” Dave said.
“What, like you’re going to spend your time sober and sensible?”
“Of course not. But if I’m going to get plastered, it’s going to be in a dark bar surrounded by seedy people. Like a normal person.”
I blinked. Dave was actually grinning, and making a joke a much at his own expense as anyone else’s.
Ray laughed. “Not me. Sand and surf and ladies in swimsuits: that’s my plan.”
“Well, if you get locked up for public intoxication,” Ria declared, “don’t come looking to me for bail.”
“Sister dear,” he said, “I would never. Anyway, it’s Santa Valentina. Public intoxication is encouraged. Hell, it’s practically mandatory.”
We stayed on the Black Flag after that. No one quite felt like venturing out for a meal. Not with the possibility of a side of murder along with it. It being a shore leave day, Dave was off duty, and no one felt like scrounging up leftovers.
Instead, we made use of Station Andor’s delivery services. We had the choice of the full menu of most of the restaurants on the station.
“Tip generously,” Maggie reminded us all.
“Always do,” Kereli said.
“After that encounter earlier today…well, I’m feeling particularly generous.”
“You mean, since it all comes out of Union expense accounts?” Dave grinned.
“I didn’t say that,” Maggie said airily. “That would constitute an abuse of the funds account.”
Our delivery driver was a very happy young woman. Her eyes glazed over when she saw the overall tip. She glanced at the individual orders, and she hesitated, as if wrestling with her conscience.
Finally, conscience won out. “I, uh, think there may have been an error. I think the decimal point might be one place over, in the gratuity column.”
Maggie glanced at it and shook her head. “Oh no. That’s accurate. Thank you for bringing this and have a wonderful day.”
The driver was still staring at the slip as she headed back to her cart. We, meanwhile, fell on the pile of to-go boxes like a pack of starved, half-feral animals, sorting and scrambling for our own.
A tumult of voices sounded:
“Anyone see a sweet and sour veggie?”
“Goddammit, that better not be my lasagna, Frank.”
“Where are the dinner rolls?”
“This can’t be mine, I ordered without kale.”
Finally, we’d all sorted our respective entrees, appetizers and sides, and scuttled off to eat. Some of the crew gathered in the mess hall, and some took their food back to their rooms – including Mags and me.
After the day we’d had, I wanted nothing more than to eat, play a videogame or watch a lousy movie, and go to bed. Or so I thought, anyway.
We ate side by side in front of the viewscreen, with an awful vintage sitcom playing in the background. Laugh tracks and puns flew past. I hardly noticed, because I couldn’t quite put Cassandra Fitzwilliam out of my mind.
“You know the thing that surprises me?” I asked.
Maggie, her mouth full, shook her head.
“Why were they just letting her wander the station? Cassandra, I mean. If you’re building a case where she’s some kind of star witness, wouldn’t you keep her under lock and key, at least until after the trial?
“By then, the bad guys should be behind bars.”
Maggie thought as she finished her mouthful, then shrugged. “Maybe she was the type who went stir crazy if cooped up too long. What I remember of her, she was a pill to be around in the best of circumstances.”
“And maybe they figured it would be safe enough to give her, and themselves, a break.  Station Andor isn’t a hotspot. They don’t get many newcomers here, except on official business for the Union or the planet.”
“And they shouldn’t be the murdering kind,” I mused.
“Shouldn’t be, but here we are anyway.”
I went back to eating and thinking. Then, I asked, “You think Archie will turn evidence now?”
“What?”
“Now that they killed his wife.”
“Maybe. Or maybe he’ll be more scared than ever, and keep his mouth shut.”
“He liked her,” I said. “Loved her. They weren’t just familiar with each other, resigned to marriage, the way some couples get. They liked each other.”
She snorted. “They were well suited to one another. Two money-grubbing snakes, willing to do anything to anyone for credits.”
I nodded. “Yes. But – where each other were concerned – they had real affection. If it was me running the case, I’d make use of that. I’d tell him she’s dead, and how. And jump now. Get him to commit when he’s shocked, and angry, and heartbroken.”
“He could always change his mind later,” Maggie pointed out.
“No point. The instant he agrees, he’s got a target on his back. I don’t think the Frontier’s Edge bosses are going to do take backsies.”
She laughed. “No, I wouldn’t think they would.”
I might have gone on all night about the murder, had she not distracted me. It started by sidling closer, until her thigh brushed mine, and then pressed against it.
“I’m going to take a shower after we eat,” she said.
I nodded. Steaming hot water on my sore shoulders sounded like a good idea. I figured I’d get in after her. “Okay.” I stabbed my fork into my entrée, about to remark that I still thought something didn’t add up about letting Cassandra wander the station.
“Care to join me?” she asked.
I glanced up from my food and met her gaze. There was a twinkle in her eye that pushed away all thoughts of Cassandra Fitzwilliam, or murder, or Frontier’s Edge. “Oh. Uh, yeah. Always.”
She grinned and leaned in to peck me on the lips. “Good.”
I found my mind wandering and my appetite waning after that. At least until Maggie cracked open the dessert box. We’d ordered a side of tiramisu to share, and staring in at the cocoa powder dusted dessert, we both let out a moan of anticipation.
“That looks divine,” I said.
“Yes it does,” she nodded. She glanced around for utensils and located a single fork. “Looks like they only gave us one. But that’s okay.”
She dug the tines in, and pulled out a forkful of fluffy, layered ladyfingers and creamy mascarpone cheese mix.
She met my gaze and lifted the fork to my mouth. It was delicious. Perfect. Just the right textures and flavors for tiramisu. But somehow, I wasn’t thinking about tiramisu as I accepted the first bite.
I wasn’t really thinking about it when I took the fork from her, and offered her the next bite, either.
She moaned, a low, appreciative moan. “Mmm, that’s good.”
Definitely wasn’t thinking about tiramisu then.
We made our way through a few more forkfuls like this, seeming to get further and further away from eating with each taste. At one point, Maggie smeared a little of the cheese mixture on my lip.
“Oh no,” she murmured, wiping it away with a thumb, and then slowly, maintaining eye contact while she did it, sucking the cheese off her thumb.
Back and forth we went, our clothes starting to disappear along with the tiramisu. “Don’t want you to drop any on your blouse,” Maggie murmured, unbuttoning the front slowly, methodically.
The room temperature air felt cool as the shirt fell open. My skin prickled at the change. It prickled with anticipation.
She slid the fabric off my shoulders. Then, she went back to the dessert. She offered me another taste, just as slowly, maintaining eye contact all the while, her eyes telegraphing so much desire I could barely concentrate on food.
Who the hell can make eating dessert this damned sexy? I wondered in a daze of sugar and hormones. Maggie. That’s who.
She kissed my lips, gently at first, and then probing my mouth with her tongue. I could taste sweet espresso and chocolate, and Maggie. I moaned against her mouth.
She went on kissing me for a long time, moving from my mouth to my neck to my shoulders, her hands finding their way to my bra clasp and then my pants button and zipper.
I followed her lead, savoring the sight of her beautiful body, toned and slowly but surely naked.  
Pretty soon, we were both heading to the shower, leaving the half-eaten tiramisu and two piles of clothes forgotten by the sofa.




Chapter Six

After a hot shower – a very hot shower, that ended in bed and lasted until we were both exhausted and ready for sleep – we decided to call it an early night.
“You know, all the best showers end in orgasms,” I declared sleepily.
Maggie laughed and kissed me on the cheek. “Good night, Katherine.”
“Night Maggie. I love you.”
The last thing I remembered her saying was a murmured, “I love you too.” Then I drifted off to sleep.
When I woke the next morning, she’d already gone. I found a video message waiting for me. She was dressed in a smart gray suit, and had her curly hair pulled into a neat bun.
She smiled into the camera, and said, “Good morning, beautiful. You were sleeping so peacefully this morning, I figured I’d let you rest. But I’m heading out now to my meeting with Meddling.
“Fun, fun.”
She pulled a face in the video, and then smiled again. “I don’t know when exactly I’ll be out – I’ll let you know when I find out – but you want to catch dinner at Muiarili’s? We can meet there if I’m not out earlier?
“Love you. Bye.”
Muiarili’s was one of the restaurants along the promenade – one of the places we hadn’t been to yet. Yawning and smiling, I dragged myself to the coffee pot. I noted with surprise that it was already ten o’clock.
No wonder I’d missed Mags. I checked the rest of my messages. I had one from Agent Avery, and one from Syd.
I grimaced but pulled up Avery’s anyway. He was the last person I wanted to hear from, but anxiety at what he might say necessitated getting it out of the way first.
He’d left an audio message, in a crisp, completely unapologetic tone.
“Ms. Ellis-Landon? Mark Avery here. Just wanted to update you on your case. We have confirmed your account of your movements yesterday. As such, we’ve lifted the prohibition on your movements.
“You and Ms. Landon-Ellis are free to leave the station whenever you see fit.”
I grimaced, but with a mixed measure of relief. At least he hadn’t decided he needed to charge us with something to further save face. Until this point, I hadn’t entirely ruled it out.
I moved on to Syd’s message. His chipper metallic tones came through, loud and clear. “Good morning, Katherine. I wonder if, when you wake, you would have a moment to discuss a hypothesis with me? I’ll be on the bridge. Sydney out.”
I drank my coffee and waited until caffeine chased away the cobwebs sleep had left on my brain. Then I dressed and went in search of Syd.
I wondered what his hypothesis might be. We hadn’t been running any tests or simulations lately. Which left – what?
Cassandra Fitzwilliam and Frontier’s Edge, I decided. It had to be.
I found him on the bridge as promised – the sole occupant of an otherwise deserted bridge.
“Ah, good morning, Katherine,” he greeted.
“Morning Syd. So, you have an idea about who pushed Cassandra?”
“An astute supposition. Indeed I do.”
I nodded. “Well, I’m famished. You want to walk with me while I go get some food?”
Sydney assented, and we headed out directly – him trundling along and chattering as we went.
“I do not have access to the station’s private security footage, obviously,” he said. “But I do have access to the Black Flag’s visual sensors. I reviewed them last night. One of the angles provides a very good shot off the docks.”
“The docks?” I asked. My thoughts had centered on the promenade, the scene of the crime.
“Yes. I monitored the footage for anyone who behaved in a furtive manner.”
I nodded. “That’s good thinking, Syd. Did you catch anyone scuttling back to their ships?”
“A good many someone’s. It seems the murder rattled quite a few crews, including our own. I concluded that, without some other knowledge of the assassin, the footage would be of little use.”
“Too bad. Still, it was a good try.”
“I did not abandon the search. I simply altered my time parameters.”
“To what?”
“The hours proceeding the attack.”
“But that would have captured all the crews disembarking,” I said. “Including ours.”
“Indeed. But following the murder, those returning to their berths fit the behavioral patterns I sought: furtive, cagey, nervous. And upon reflection, I should have anticipated that as a normal reaction to the circumstance.
“Prior to the murder, on the other hand, I would not expect such behavior.”
“Except from a person who was up to no good,” I concluded.
“Exactly.”
“And did you find anyone?”
“I did. More than I anticipated, again. In the twelve hours proceeding Cassandra Fitzwilliam’s death, I found three candidates who left their ships exhibiting signs of suspicious behavior, and did not return until after the murder.”
I nodded eagerly, my hunger giving way to excitement. Sydney’s behavioral pattern algorithms were quite good, and they’d helped save our bacon more than once. “We should go talk to the station chief,” I said. “Or the security department. Someone.”
“It does not prove anything.”
“No, but it’s a place to start, right? One of those guys had to have a hand in it.”
“I think it a solid possibility, yes. But we’re assuming our murderer is a visitor to the station. We have no evidence of that.”
“Well, they have to be.”
“Do they?”
I considered the question. Cassandra had been in a Union prison somewhere before she came to Station Andor. She’d come here, and they’d followed. That’s the only way it made sense.
I explained my thought process to Sydney, and he listened in silence.
“Quite possibly,” he said when I finished. “But I would put to you two things: first is, the safe house here is not new. The purpose of this station is not new. Cassandra Fitzwilliam is extremely unlikely to be the first witness to be housed here.
“Secondly, whoever is behind Frontier’s Edge is not a low-level criminal. It’s probable that Frontier’s Edge is not the only company to which they have ties. And if we accept that assumption, we must also accept the assumption that they have a good deal of money.
“Ergo, it is entirely possible that they have contacts on their payroll. Maybe contacts with access to an important Union Justice Department office and safehouse.”
By now, we’d reached a small place serving brunch. I’d deliberately steered clear of the café. After what I’d witnessed from its balcony, I didn’t think I could ever enter that place again without a shudder.
The maître de gave Sydney a quizzical look, glanced at his seating chart, and declared he had “just the table for your, umm, party.”
It was a small table in a nook near the doorway, and far from any other tables. The nook barely admitted Sydney, but it did have the advantage of being secluded. We wouldn’t be overheard here.
That was for certain.
I ordered from a touchscreen menu, and Syd went on with his reasoning. “I think we must admit the possibility – indeed, the probability – that the local justice department, or perhaps one of the station security personnel, have been compromised.
“Even if the assassin came from off-station, I think we must consider that someone on Andor alerted them to Mrs. Fitzwilliam’s arrival.”
All of that made sense, and I told him so. “But that still leaves the possibility of an outside assassin. So what about the three guys you spotted?”
He told me about them: not three guys, but two men and a woman. One of them and the woman had come from the same ship, a contract supply vessel called the Fifth Crater. They’d left together.
She’d been checking over her shoulder furtively, and he’d been glancing at the nearby vessels and passages as they went. Twice, the footage showed him jump perceptibly: once, when someone opened a door just on the outskirts of the camera’s range, and a second time when a crewman from another ship called out to them.
Sydney described this encounter as brief and passing – a few quick words, friendly nods of heads, and then the two parties went their separate ways. The man and the woman, however, exchanged guilty glances and increased their pace.
The third suspect walked by himself and his posture was very nearly natural. Sydney declared that he might have passed him by altogether, had not he noticed his eyes darting every which way.
“Then, I reevaluated his stance and posture, and in light of the wary gaze, I believe he may have been controlling the movement of his body. A well-practiced, careful exercise of will, to mask his discomfort.”
His name was Jefferson Brady, and he had come in as a passenger on a small supply ship, Emerald Winter. Per the manifest, the Emerald Winter carried office supplies: paper, printer toner, pens and so on.
Which made it an odd choice for passengers. Odd, but not unheard of. Cargo ships took passengers from time to time, depending on berth availability, cargo needs, and ports of call. We’d done it on the Black Flag from time to time, though we were a larger ship, and even so, it was no one’s favorite job.
“I could not find the names of the couple,” Syd said. “Their crew roster is private.”
“They could be a team of assassins,” I posited.
“Yes, they might be. However, the Fifth Crater is a fairly regular visitor to Andor Station. It arrives every three to four months.”
“Carrying what?”
“Unspecified.”
“Meaning, they work for the Union,” I said, brightening. “They could be your leak and your assassins in one, Syd.”
“Possible. But I don’t think so. If I had to guess, they do indeed work for the Union. They’d be part of the cheesecloth brigade Magdalene’s Lieutenant Richards mentioned. What they’re hired to do for the Union, I can’t say.
“But I would guess our mysterious friends, the furtive pair, are running contraband.”
“Contraband? You mean, drugs?”
“Perhaps, but not necessarily. They could be running anything from illegally sourced antiquities to Sularian nutmeg.”
I stared at him. “What’s that?”
“Nutmeg, from the Sularian star system. It’s their primary export.”
“Why is that illegal?”
“Illegal labor practices. The senate passed an embargo on all exports from the system until the labor board recertifies them as compliant. It was on all the news casts last week.”
“Oh,” I said.
Something in his tone had sounded almost like a reproof, as if he was asking, don’t you follow the news, Katherine? Don’t you understand the importance of remaining an informed citizen?
So I added, “Right. That. But I don’t think it’s Sularian nutmeg.”
“No, nor I. The point is, it doesn’t have to be drugs. It could be anything.”
A waiter appeared carrying a tray full of food: French toast and scrambled egg substitute and fresh fruit, plus a large pot of coffee and a massive milk shake.
“That is a concerningly large meal, Katherine,” Sydney declared after the server had departed.
“I’m starving.”
“I understand that you are using a colloquialism,” he said, “but the caloric totals, to say nothing of the carbohydrate concentration –”
“Alright, alright,” I snapped. “I won’t eat it all. I’ll take a little bit of everything.”
“I have offended you,” he observed, with so much contriteness that I couldn’t be mad.
“No. Well, yes, but it’s more that you’re right, and it made me feel like a glutton.”
“I apologize.”
“Don’t. You were right, and I was wrong. But it’s no matter. I’ll get a taste of everything, and the Union can pay.”
“I have noticed that the crew of the Black Flag has spent at considerably higher than average levels while on this station, even accounting for the local inflation.”
“Well,” I smirked, “that’ll teach the Union to harass us.”
“Doubtful,” he commented. “I don’t believe anything will turn the Union command from a course of action once someone sets their mind to it. But what is the point of perks, if not to abuse them?”
“Exactly. But this Jefferson Brady, tell me about him,” I said, through a mouthful of French toast.
“I don’t know much. I can’t find any record of him anywhere else.”
I stared at him. “Really?” In an age where everyone had some kind of presence somewhere, that seemed unlikely.
“And you know what else?” he asked.
I wanted to ask him to get to the point, to tell me everything all at once and sate my curiosity once and for all. But I had the feeling he was relishing his role, revealing point after point in sequence. So I asked, “What?”
“I found no prior record in the station’s historical databases for the Emerald Winter.”
I blinked at him. That was a whopper. No wonder he’d dragged it out, with a big reveal like that waiting. “Are you sure?”
“Entirely.”
“Well, what’s the chance of that: a supply ship that no one’s seen before, showing up for the first time when a witness gets murdered?”
“Not impossible,” he cautioned. “Coincidences do happen.”
I shook my head. “How often do people change office supply companies? No, this isn’t a coincidence, Syd.”
“I cannot adhere to your reasoning, but I do share the conclusion you’ve drawn. Because during my research, I found an even more curious point.”
I shook my head. It was like dealing with some kind of robotic Hercule Poirot, as he walked you threw his long detection process. “Which is?”
“There are no records – none that I could find publicly, anyway – of the Emerald Winter surfacing anywhere in the Union prior to this week.”




Chapter Seven

With that revelation, my mind was made up: Jefferson Brady – or whoever he really was – was our suspect.
“We should tell the Yanik’to,” I said. “He’s the station commander. He’ll know what to do with this info.”
“Without running it by the Captain first?”
I considered that. However suspicious the circumstances, we were operating on guesses at the moment. Would Maggie be annoyed if we approached one of the Andor bigwigs with what amounted to some amateur sleuthing and a bit of guesswork?
And all without consulting her?
Maybe. On the other hand, if Brady was the assassin, chances were good that he wouldn’t stick around for too long. Not now that he’d completed his mission.
“We could just mention that we have footage that might be of use,” I said. “She wouldn’t object to that.”
“No,” he agreed. “She wouldn’t.”
“And if we happened to mention what you noticed…well, that’s just being helpful, right?”
“I suggest we consult Mr. Corano first,” Sydney said.
I nodded. “He was pretty annoyed that we left him out the first time.”
“Yes. And – to be blunt, his recommendation will carry more weight than either of ours.”
I nodded again. That was a good point. Corano was the ship’s chief tactical officer, and head of security. It might not carry much weight on the station, but it would carry more than bored crew from a visiting vessel.
“Good call. Let me finish breakfast, and we can get on it.”
Which I did, eating a selection of everything I’d ordered, and leaving behind so much that I felt guilty about the waste. More waste, I told myself, is better than more waist.
It took us a while to track down Corano. We found him at an arcade on the station’s lower level, with Ria. Which was surprising enough. Nothing about Corano had ever suggested to me that he would even consider an arcade.
But the fact that we found him laughing and carrying an armful of stuffed animals downright shocked me. I stared at him without uttering a word, and he seemed equally flustered to see me.
A dark flush came into his copper cheeks, and he tried ineffectively to shift the toys behind his arms and back.
“Kay,” Ria said, “what are you doing here? I don’t think they let robots play the games here.”
“I do not expect that they would,” Sydney declared mildly. “To maintain a margin of profit, the games rely on the fallibility of humanity and other biological species. Robots suffer no such deficits. We would not lose at their arcade games.”
“Well,” Ria said lightly, “Corano here has been doing a pretty damned good job of winning at them too.”
“So I see,” I said.
“Is there something you need, Katherine?” he asked. “Otherwise, I believe we have other engagements.”
“As a matter of fact, there is,” I said. “A security matter. Kind of.”
Ria groaned. “It’s our day off.”
“I know, I know. It’ll only take a few minutes.”
It did not take a few minutes, in part because they began on a skeptical footing, and in part because, once they started to come around, Corano wanted to return to the ship to review the footage for himself.
We got there in the end, though: they agreed it was worth bringing to Commander Yanik’to’s attention.
So I put in a call to the commander’s office, only to be forestalled by an efficient and inflexible assistant.
“The commander is in conference all morning,” she told me. “And his schedule is blocked for the rest of the day as well. I can however fit you into the calendar tomorrow.”
I explained that our business was urgent. “We think it may be connected to the murder that took place yesterday.”
That gave her pause. In a moment, she said, “I see. Unfortunately, he is in conference all day with General Meddling’s team. You can send your information to him if it is time sensitive, as he will have his mobile with him.
“Otherwise – well, I think I can shift you into his calendar first thing tomorrow.”
I glanced at the others. Ria shrugged and Corano nodded.
“Alright,” I said. “We’ll take the meeting.”
It wasn’t ideal. This left time for Maggie to shut the whole thing down. Not that I really thought she would, but if she wanted to be underway as soon as possible, well, it might happen.
More likely, I thought, was the possibility of Jefferson Brady hightailing it out of the system before our meeting.
“Should we send the commander our findings?” I asked.
Corano said, “If he really is in conference all day, he won’t have time to review the footage.”
“No, but he might hand it off to one of his staff.”
“That’s providing he actually reads it. But it’s a better idea than doing nothing.”
“I’ll lay out our findings,” Sydney said. “And attach the relevant footage.”
“Make sure that whatever you put in that communiqué wouldn’t qualify as libel,” Ria urged. “Just in case Brady’s innocent. We don’t want to end up on the receiving end of a lawsuit.”
“That’s a good point,” Corano agreed. “Under open records laws, he could petition to see a copy of the message.”
“Understood,” Sydney declared. A moment later, he added, “There we are: done.”
With nothing further to keep them, Corano and Ria vacated the ship a second time, leaving Syd, Chubs and I as the sole occupants of the Black Flag.
“Well, Detective Sydney?” I asked. “Now that we’ve solved our case, what’s next?”
Which prompted him to explain that we hadn’t solved the case at all, but only had a working hypothesis that might be discredited as soon as new data came to light.
For all his genius, Syd’s banter algorithms still had some developing to do.
I decided to wander the station, urging Syd to inform me if we had any word from the station commander. He declared that he would do so.
“I assured Mr. David that I would clean Chubs’s litterbox before he returned. I had better get on it, though I shall disable my olfactory sensors first. I tell you, I have never encountered such a wealth of waste as that animal produces.
“It’s quite remarkable, given his size. With the proper treatment, he could fertilize a small botanical bay all on his own. You know, I wonder if I should draft a proposal for the captain. Do you think the crew would appreciate a ready supply of fresh produce?”
I had a feeling that no matter how practical it might be, the crew would not appreciate a cat poop garden. But I decided to punt on that one. “I don’t know.” Then, like a coward, I added, “Sounds like a question for Maggie.”
“Indeed. I shall put it to her when she returns.”
Feeling guilty for throwing her under the bus, but glad not to be in the middle of that conversation, I left Sydney to his plans and headed out to sample Andor’s midday charms.
I hadn’t got very far when my comm unit chimed. Maggie’s number flashed across the display, and my guilt resurfaced. But I didn’t have time to warn her.
She had stepped out of lunch, she said, just to check in with me about dinner. I confirmed that yes, Muiarili’s would be great, and we settled on a six o’clock meeting at the restaurant.
“I have the feeling this is going to run the whole day,” she said with a bleak smile. Then, she glanced over her shoulder. “Shoot. Got to go. Catch you later, babe. Love you.”
I spent the afternoon exploring. There were plenty of shops and trendy boutiques, full of curiosities from around the Union.
I managed to avoid wasting too many credits on things I didn’t need, though I did acquire a blouse of a shimmering silk-like fabric produce on Malti Prime, and a few candies sweetened with the nectar of a variety of sweet orchid native to the planet.
I tucked them into my handbag, remembering Syd’s words from breakfast. I’d had enough sweets for one day.
I headed back to the ship around five, and changed into one of the few dresses I owned: a short, formfitting black number that flattered the curves I wanted to draw attention to without accentuating anything I didn’t want noticed.
I glanced in the mirror and saw to my horror that all it did was reveal legs and arms covered in bruises.
Muiarili’s, from what I could find out about it, was an upscale place. Maggie’s business suit would be fine. Sans bruises, so would the dress. But now?
Definitely not.
I sighed and turned back to my closet, ruling out the rest of my dresses.
Too formal.
Too informal.
Shows too many bruises…
The fact was, I didn’t own much in the way of dressy or professional clothing anymore. There wasn’t much point as a ship’s engineer.
It took almost half an hour of trying and discarding pieces to find something that worked. But in the end, I settled on a pair of black trousers and a white, long-sleeved blouse. Pairing them with a simple silver chain and an Esselian waterstone bracelet – the first gift Maggie had ever bought me – I decided I’d found the right combo.
A combo that hid my bruises.
I checked the clock and cursed just under my breath. If I didn’t hustle, I’d be late. I practically raced out of the ship.
“Have a good evening, Katherine,” Syd called.
“You too. Got to run.”
I maintained a near-running pace until I reached the promenade. Then, I fell into a quick walk. I didn’t want to show up to dinner short of breath.
I reached the restaurant just after the appointed time, but I still beat Mags. Which was alright. I didn’t want to be late because I’d spent too long fussing with dresses.
The maître de took my name, and smiled. “Ah yes. I have Captain Landon-Ellis’s reservation.”
“Is she here already?”
“No ma’am. Not yet.”
I decided that Maggie’s meeting must have run long. “I’ve probably got a message waiting for me,” I said, glancing at my comm unit.
Nothing yet.
The maître de smiled and said, “Well, she’s probably on her way then. Let me get you seated and send your server over.”
I checked again for a message once she left. Nothing. Which was a good sign. If the meeting had run over, she’d have messaged me, and given me an updated timeframe – or just a head’s up that she didn’t know when she’d be free.
Neither meant she’d be here any minute.
I asked for a glass of water when the server arrived and waited. The water came. Maggie didn’t.
Fifteen minutes passed. Fifteen minutes of me checking my messages and staring at the empty queue. Nothing.
I tapped out, “Hey, you didn’t forget dinner, did you?”
The message sent and remained in unread status. I frowned at the device’s screen. Maybe Meddling had confiscated everyone’s devices during the meeting, for security reasons. That would explain why she’d called over lunch break, and it would explain why she hadn’t messaged me since – or read my message.
The waiter stopped by again, wearing an almost sympathetic expression. I had the distinct impression he thought I’d been stood up. “Would madame like anything while she waits?”
“No,” I said, “she’ll be here any minute. We’ll order then.”
He glanced at my empty table, and the spots filling up around us. “Of course. Let me know if you need anything.” Then he slipped a wine menu onto the table in front of me. “These are our specials tonight.”
Five minutes passed. She was twenty minutes late now. I wasn’t worried, but I had started to get annoyed. Not at Mags. She would have let me know if she could have. She’d be here if she could.
My annoyance focused on Meddling. Surely, I thought, he could have allowed Maggie two seconds to step out and cancel her dinner plans, if he needed to keep her this damned long.
I tried another text, but with the same result: it sat unread.
The waiter checked back again, looking more worried than before. Probably more about a good table going to waste than my situation, I realized. I cleared my throat, and said, “I’ll have a glass of the house special.”
He relaxed at that. “Of course, madame. And – any hors d’oeuveres while you wait?”
“Sure.”
He stood in place expectantly, which for a moment I didn’t understand. Then I remembered that I hadn’t specified anything, and he was waiting for me to elaborate.
“Oh. Uh…The…” I glanced over the menu, choosing the first item on the list. “Vegan Scallop Rossini.”
“In that case, may I recommend the house white?” he asked.
It took me another moment to realize he was talking about wine. I might not be worried, but I was certainly flustered. “Right. Yes, that would be great. Thank you.”
He disappeared and I checked my messages again. Relief swarmed me when I spotted the new communique icon – and fell just as quickly when I saw it was from Yanik’to’s secretary, notifying us that she’d shifted our meeting by half an hour.
Later, not earlier.
I shook my head. Apparently, murder wasn’t much of a priority on Station Andor. Or we’d gotten way too full of ourselves, and made an unnecessarily big deal about nothing.
My wine arrived, and I took a sip absently. By now, Mags was almost three quarters of an hour late, and I’d had no word from her. Meddling’s meeting must be running seriously overtime.
Well, I thought, if I haven’t heard anything by time I finish the scallop-whatever I got, I’ll just order.
I hadn’t heard anything, and Maggie hadn’t made an appearance. So once my waiter came around to collect my plate, I put in an order.
“Ah,” he said, tactfully taking away the other setting, “of course. And perhaps madame would like another glass of wine?”
What the hell. The Union’s paying for it.
“Sure. Thank you.”
He nodded and headed off – no doubt convinced I was a sad sack who’d been stood up. I might have, probably would have, been horribly embarrassed if that’s what had actually happened. But as it hadn’t, I found the whole thing mildly amusing.
Not, of course, that it let Admiral Meddling off the hook. But there was no point being aggravated about something beyond either of our control. Anyway, we’d have plenty of time for dinner dates on Santa Valentina.
My wine came, and I was just taking a sip when a man in the blues and golds of an admiral’s uniform walked in behind the maître de. He had a pretty, middle-aged woman on his arm, in understatedly glamorous civilian clothes – a light, faintly shimmering shawl and long black gown that managed to show off every curve of her very fine figure, without seeming to try to at all.
The fact was, I spent the first few seconds too lost in admiring the woman to really pay attention to the man. But when I did finally notice him, I did a doubletake.
It was Admiral Meddling. I’d never met the man, but I’d seen his image on plenty of station infographics.
I glanced at my comm unit – nothing – then back at him. If Meddling was here, he wasn’t in a meeting with Maggie. Had the meeting just gotten out?
I glanced toward the entryway, half expecting to see her hustling into view. But she wasn’t there.
Of course, I thought, he might have assigned someone else to chair his meeting while he left for dinner. Or she might have assumed I’d gone back to the Black Flag, and gone back there herself.
No. She would have seen my messages. She would have at least tried to contact me before heading back to the ship.
Maybe she was en route then. Yes, I decided, that must be it. The meeting ran late. Meddling had probably only beat her here by a few minutes.
I perked up at that, and went on throwing expectant glances at the door. But the minutes passed without any sign of her: first one, then two, and soon five.
I sent her another message, and, on a whim, Syd too. “Hey, you heard anything from Mags?”
A moment later, the response popped up. “Not a word. Isn’t she at dinner with you?”
“She never showed. I guess her meeting must be running late.”
“That is surprising.”
I frowned, an inexplicable pang of tension running through me. “How?”
“I just heard back from Commander Yanik’to. He was in a meeting with the admiral all day, but he says he has reviewed the footage we sent, and is desirous of a meeting. He’s expecting me in fifteen minutes.”
I stared at the message. “You were supposed to tell me when you heard from him,” I reminded him.
“I did not wish to disturb your dinner with Magdalene,” he replied. Then a second message popped up. “And I gathered there was some urgency to his request. I thought it better to discuss it at once, rather than delay.”
The feeling of unease grew stronger. “There’s something weird about this, Syd. Admiral Meddling just showed up.”
“At the restaurant?”
“Yes.” My brain was catching up to the initial impressions, and I was beginning to understand what, exactly, sat wrong with me. If both Meddling and Commander Yanik’to had left the meeting, where was Maggie?
The Union didn’t easily pay overtime. Surely, anything that necessitated Maggie working late – and earning overtime bonuses – would be important. Important enough to demand the attention of the station’s bigwigs.
So what were they doing heading off to dinner and arranging meetings while Maggie was still in a session?
I thought about our run-in with the station security yesterday. Avery had said we were free to leave. But what if that had changed? Had they dragged Mags off for more questioning?
“I’m going to ask him,” I said, first aloud and then via text to Sydney.
“Admiral Meddling?” he replied, instantly.
I switched the comm screen off without answering, drank down the last of my wine, and got to my feet.
Admiral Meddling and the beautiful woman – his wife, presumably – sat at a round table. He was talking in a low voice about hor d'oeuvres, and she shook her head.
“Oh no, not for me. You know it never agrees with my stomach.”
I cleared my throat. “Excuse me. You’re Admiral Meddling?”
They glanced up at the same moment, with only the faintest hint of curiosity, and a healthy measure of suspicion, in their expressions.
“That’s right. Do I know you?” he asked.
“No sir,” I said. “But my name is Katherine Ellis-Landon.”
For a moment, he didn’t register the name. Then comprehension dawned in his eyes. “Ah, Captain Magdalene’s Katherine?”
“That’s right.”
He extended a hand. “Well, nice to meet you.”
Mrs. Meddling sighed ever so faintly and turned her eyes back to the menu, apparently having ascertained that this was a work matter, and thus promptly losing interest.
“Can I help you?” he asked.
I nodded. “Yes. I – well, I haven’t heard from Maggie. We were supposed to meet for dinner. I was – well, wondering what time the meeting’s going to get out, I guess.”
He stared at me. “Meeting? You don’t mean the one I called her to?”
I felt my cheeks burn. It sounded stupid, when he said it like that, with so much incredulity in his tone. I stammered out an affirmative.
He smiled sympathetically, the same way the waiter had. “I’m sorry. But we adjourned hours ago.”




Chapter Eight

“Hours?” I asked, staring at him. “That can’t be right. She – we were going to meet here for dinner.”
Mrs. Meddling’s eyebrows rose in a comical way, until they made a kind of point over her nose. She stood you up, dear, they seemed to be saying. Now please, run along and don’t go on making a fool of yourself. You’re spoiling our evening.
He was more tactful, but not much. He glanced at his wife, then cleared his throat. “Well, um, I’m sure she…forgot about the time.”
I wasn’t worried about what they thought. I knew Maggie, and she wouldn’t have stood me up. Certainly, not without a damned good reason. No: something had come up. And if it wasn’t something from Meddling, what did that leave?
“She didn’t say anything?” I asked. “About – I don’t know, those security people calling her in for more questions or something?”
He frowned ever so slightly but managed an even tone. “No. As a matter of fact, she said she was going back to her ship.”
“Back to the Black Flag?” I shook my head. “No. She didn’t show up. I checked with Syd.”
He shrugged. “That’s what she said.”
“It’s a big station,” Mrs. Meddling suggested. “Maybe she got lost.”
“Lost? Heading back to the ship?”
She smiled at me – a dazzling smile of absolute unconcern. “Well, you know her better than me. I’m sure you’ll find her.” Then she returned her gaze to the menu. “What do you think of the tomato bisque, dear?”
He went back to discussing the menu, as if I wasn’t still standing there. I left them to it. They obviously had nothing more of use to tell me, and no interest in helping anyway. By now, that feeling of anxiousness I’d first experienced flared back, stronger than ever.
Maggie’s meeting ended hours ago, and neither Syd nor I had heard anything from her. She didn’t return to the ship, she didn’t show up to dinner – and she hadn’t breathed a word to anyone about it.
Then, I reminded myself, I didn’t know that for sure. I’d checked with Syd, but no one else. Maybe Corano had decided to take our findings to her. Maybe they’d pursued some avenue of investigation and gotten so wrapped up they forgot about the time.
I couldn’t quite bring myself to believe it, but what were the alternatives? No one could get lost on Station Andor, whatever Mrs. Meddling might say. There were security forces everywhere, and a low crime rate.
And Maggie was a force to be reckoned with, anyway. It would take a stupid crook to pick her out as a mark.
No, she had to be doing something.
I took a deep breath. She’s looking into Cassandra’s death. That’s all. Still, I felt the urge to confirm it – and to confirm that she really hadn’t gotten into trouble. So I flagged down the waiter and said I wanted to pay my bill.
He didn’t seem surprised by my decision to leave. “Of course. Would you like us to pack it to go?”
I didn’t. I didn’t want to wait, and I’d lost my appetite. So I paid and tipped, and hurried back to the promenade. First things first, I’d contact Corano.
No, I decided. Not just Corano. Ria too. She could be working with either of the security team.
I shot off a text message to both, asking if they’d heard from Maggie. Ria answered first, about thirty seconds later. “Nothing. I thought you two had plans?”
Corano’s response followed. “No.”
My heart sank. “Where are you?” I shot back.
Ria answered first again. “With C. Is this important, Kay?”
She meant, was this important enough to cut short her date. I replied, “I think something’s happened to Maggie.”
By time I sent the text, Corano’s prior response had landed. “We are in line for tickets to a Kudarian rom-com. If we’ve ever been friends, Katherine, you will page me now on urgent business.”
Corano got his wish. I paged him and, to the dismay of the entire crew, the rest of the ship’s complement.
If I was wrong, well, I was going to look like a dumbass. But the more I thought about it, the more I felt I wasn’t wrong – and the more I hoped I was.
I raced back to the ship, determined to get there first since I’d been the one to summon everyone. Two of the crew were waiting for me, though: Ray, who smelled strongly of vodka, or something vodka-like, and Dave, who was in his pajamas and glaring fiercely.
“What the hell are you paging me for on a day off?” he demanded.
I started to explain my suspicion, and then stopped short. “You’re in pajamas.”
“So?”
“So I didn’t pull you away from anything anyway.”
“You interrupted my R & R. Specifically, the rest bit of ‘rest and recreation.’”
“Oh shut up,” Ray said, with more vehemence perhaps than the moment necessitated. “She said the Cap’s missing.”
“Oh bullshit. It’s Station Andor: there’s nowhere to go missing at.”
“But she is,” I said.
“She’s probably still with that admiral,” Dave said. He started to turn, like he was going back to bed.
“She’s not. And she’s not with Sydney, or Corano and Ria. And I asked Meddling. He said the meeting got out hours ago.”
Dave paused in his tracks, a skeptical frown still plastered across his face. “Well, she probably got waylaid somewhere, doing something.”
“Where? Doing what?”
“How the hell should I know?”
“She would have told me,” I persisted.
The sound of doors opening caught our attention. Frank and Jylya came into view a moment later, with Ty Caspersen just behind them. “What’s this about Maggie going missing?” Frank asked.
Jylya threw a glance around the bridge, at the few of us assembled there. “And where’s Sydney?”
I started to explain what had happened, and got about halfway through the story when Fredricks and Ginny hustled in. One by one, the rest of the crew made their way back, ending with a very disappointed Ria, and Corano attempting to mimic some of that disappointment.
Only Sydney was missing from our party. I started all over again, and once more got to the halfway mark when my pager went off. It was an incoming voice communique from Syd.
I accepted the transmission, saying breathlessly, “Syd? Where are you? Did you find anything?”
His crisp, metallic tones came over the line. “Katherine, I’m with Commander Yanik’to, in the station command center.”
I’d forgotten about his meeting with Yanik’to, but in the moment, I didn’t really care about it. The business with Cassandra could wait. “Syd, we need to find Maggie.”
“That is why I’m calling you. The commander has asked you to join us in the command center. I think that would be best.”
“Cut to the chase: what’s going on, you tin-plated dumbass?” Dave interrupted.
A long moment of silence fell. Then Syd replied, “We believe Captain Magdalene has been abducted, by the same forces that murdered Cassandra Fitzwilliam.”




Chapter Nine

Yanik’to received us in a large, austere office bereft of anything resembling décor. He had no photographs or pictures on the walls, no ornamentation of any kind anywhere. He had a small conference table at one end of the room, and a desk and lamp at the other. The lamp bathed his workspace in soft light – and a good deal of heat. So much heat, I could feel it the instant I walked into the room.
There was no seat behind the desk, which I understood when I spotted the commander. He had situated himself at one end of the conference table, and he scuttled forward as we entered.
He looked vaguely like any of dozens of Earth reptilian species – but many times larger. He stood as tall as a bear, with a long tail and six leathery feet upon which he could travel at great speed.
He surveyed us with gleaming golden eyes, and then spoke. Before entering the office, his attaché had handed us all earpiece translators. His voice sounded much as it had on our approach: deep and guttural, almost grumbling.
But there was no actual grumble to be detected, only sympathy. “Mrs. Ellis Landon,” he said, gesturing with a nod of his head toward the table. “Please, take a seat.”
“Tell me what’s going on,” I pleaded. I didn’t want to wade through formalities and niceties now. Someone had kidnapped Maggie. I needed to know who, why and – most importantly – how the hell we were going to get her back.
He moved his great head and scuttled back to the head of the table. Lifting a leathery appendage to a touch screen, he pressed a button. A panel on the wall jumped to life as overhead footage played.
I saw a hallway paneled like the rest of the station. A woman walked by, growing larger as she approached the camera, and then vanishing. The hall sat empty and motionless.
“At approximately five o’clock this afternoon,” Commander Yanik’to said, “our session with General Meddling ended. This is one of the halls outside the admiralty facility.”
He pressed another button, and a pale numeric counter popped up in the lower right corner of the footage, starting at 17:03:32. The rightmost numbers raced higher.
A second counter, I realized. So this was three and a half minutes after five today.
“You can see Captain Magdalene exiting the facility here,” he said. At the same moment, one of the sections of paneling swung opened. Another of the station’s invisible doors.
My heart skipped a beat. Maggie stepped out in the same charcoal suit I’d seen her in earlier. She took a right, heading away from the camera.
“She is heading in the direction of the promenade. However…”
The counter hit 17:04. A rangy figure in the blues of the admiralty dress uniform, wearing a lieutenant’s stripes, stepped into view. I stared at him, at the dark brown hair and the square cut of his jaw. I knew him, but from where?
“She is waylaid.”
The lieutenant said something to Maggie, but what, I couldn’t tell. There was no audio track accompanying the footage. I glanced up. “Is there audio?”
“I’m sorry. No.”
Returning my focus to the footage, I saw Maggie nod, the lieutenant smile and extend a hand in a kind of this way gesture.
“Wait, what’s going on?”
At that moment, the man in the lieutenant’s uniform glanced up at the camera. Maybe it was the crafty blue eyes, or the furtive movement. But whatever – I recognized him with a gasp.
“Oh my God. Jefferson Brady.” The same man we’d seen heading off with a suspicious step before Cassandra’s death.
Maggie started to walk with Brady. He said something, and she laughed. Laughed, but cast a sidelong glance at him.
She knew something was wrong. I knew her well enough to recognize the unease in her shoulders, in her eyes.
She stopped, glanced at her watch, and then flashed an apologetic smile. She gestured back toward the door from whence she’d just come.
She was telling him she had to go back for some reason. Maybe that she’d forgotten something, or that she just remembered she had another meeting – some excuse.
He smiled and nodded. Was he saying he’d wait for her? He’d meet her later?
She headed back toward the panel. His eyes flashed – and so did something in his hand. Something small, that gleamed as he darted forward.
I clasped my hands to my mouth, watching in mute terror. Ginny wrapped an arm around my shoulder as Brady leaped for Maggie.
Maggie turned just as he reached her. But too late. He jabbed the thing, whatever it was, into her neck.
“Oh my God,” I said in a trembling voice. “He stabbed her.”
Maggie slumped to the floor, unmoving, and I started to shudder. It seemed like I couldn’t breathe, even though I was gasping great sobbing gulps of air. “He…he…”
I couldn’t bring myself to say the words out loud: killed her. Because it couldn’t be true. Maggie couldn’t be dead.
As if sensing my thoughts, the commander said, “We believe it’s a sedative.” He tapped a few more buttons, and the footage paused. Then the screen zoomed in on an enlarged shot of Maggie’s neck.
The glimmering object Brady had wielded wasn’t a knife or a dagger, but a syringe. An empty syringe now.
“As you can see, he injected something into her neck. Something that almost instantly rendered her unconscious.”
“What if it was poison?” I whispered. If he’d been the one to push Cassandra the day before, poison seemed just as likely as a sedative. More likely.
Yanik’to tapped his keys again, and we returned to the normal view. The video sprang to life. Brady moved from side to side around her, rifling through her pockets. “If you notice, her chest continues to rise and fall. She’s alive. Here, and later in the footage.
“And – here it is.”
Brady yanked Maggie to her feet, wrapping one of her arms over his shoulder, and his own under her other arm. He started to walk toward the camera, not away from it.
“Brady takes her toward the docking bays. This was an abduction, Mrs. Ellis-Landon, not an assassination.”
I started to ask if he was certain. This particular video only showed one portion of one hall, after all.
But as soon as Brady walked out of sight on the camera, Yanik’to pulled up another piece of footage, and then another and another, all charting his progress through backways and byways toward the ships. Maggie remained unconscious in all the footage, though now and then her legs would twitch, and her feet move, as if she was fighting to regain her footing.
Once, they ran into a security detail. Maggie’s head was slumped on Brady’s shoulder. The video showed the officers hailing him, and Brady answering with a smile and a shake of his head. Then the officers laughed and waved him on.
“That was Officers Mattherson and V’ikali,” Yanik’to offered. “I did speak to their watch commander already, and they remember the pair. Brady claimed they’d been celebrating her promotion, and drank too much, too early.”
I stared at him. “And they believed that? They believed she was drunk at five o’clock in the afternoon?”
“You must understand, we have all different shifts here. Five o’clock would be early for me, say, but for some of my officers, it would be the equivalent of my midnight hour.”
“Still,” Fredricks asked, “they saw a guy hauling an unconscious woman around, and they didn’t even check to see if she was okay? They didn’t get her to medbay, or even look for a pulse for God’s sake? Aren’t there protocols to follow for that kind of thing?”
Yanik’to hesitated. “The situation here is – fraught. Technically, we are a civilian base. But our funding comes primarily from the military. So our civilian security forces give our military counterparts a wide latitude. I believe they saw a lieutenant’s uniform, and felt they would leave the question of seeking treatment to his discretion.”
“Well, great job,” Fredricks fumed. “They let God knows who get their clutches on her.”
“Where is the captain now?” Corano asked. “I assume he took her to some waiting vessel?”
“That’s right. The Emerald Winter.”
“Son of a bitch,” Ria said. “We were right then.”
Yanik’to flipped through his files to bring up a clip that verified his words: a faraway shot of Brady hustling a still unconscious Maggie onto his own ship. “I’m afraid so. You will note that he took her through a maintenance tunnel – staying well out of sight of your own ship’s cameras.”
I didn’t care about that. Not right now. “Are they still here?”
“No. They requested leave to depart within five minutes of his return.”
“Oh God. You didn’t let them go?”
“Not me personally. But yes, I’m afraid the officer in charge had no reason to hold them, and so he didn’t. They departed the station approximately two hours ago, with Captain Magdalene in their possession.”
For a brief moment, we hoped that this narrow window of time afforded us the opportunity of pursuit. But here again, Yanik’to had bad news.
“As I believe you are already aware, Emerald Winter is not what she appears. Her papers all checked out when she arrived. She definitely has an authentic ID code.
“But when Mr. Sydney here contacted me, I put in a query with Union High Command. We found no evidence of the Emerald Winter ever having docked in any Union territory before.”
ID codes were a cross between land vessel’s VINs and license plates – a unique identifier that differentiated the ship from others and registered it for space travel. They technically could be changed, and in some rare cases would be – following copious amounts of paperwork and a hefty fee, if one went the legal route.
The illegal route was faster. Much, much faster. But not usually cheaper, since it meant procuring a real code. Which meant finding a forger who could encrypt the ID with the Union’s expected key, lifting them – by arrangement or theft – from an existing ship, or bribing a bent operator inside the registration office to supply you with a code.
Each process carried its own risks. Not all forgers were created equally, and working with the wrong one could land you an extended prison stay. Plus, impersonating a real vessel ran the risk of that ship showing up as registered in multiple places at the same time. Like flying around with stolen codes, it wouldn’t be easy to explain.
A real code was the safest bet – safest, and most expensive. It usually involved a corrupt official who needed a sizeable payoff to compensate for risks run, and a black-market middleman or two, who would all add hefty procurement fees to the process.
Whichever route you chose, it violated multiple laws, and would land you in all kinds of hot water if you got caught.
If you were willing to risk it, and you could afford to fork up the credits, the process itself took only a matter of minutes, though. I knew, because I had firsthand experience switching codes on the Black Flag, back on the first mission I’d run with Maggie, when we took down the Conglomerate.
But I also knew that we had moved deep into empty space to do it, far from any stations or ships so nothing would register the sudden disappearance of the Black Flag’s code and appearance of our fraudulent ID.
There was no such space within two hours’ travel from Station Andor. Andor might not be the most happening spot in the quadrant, but there’d be ships and planetary monitors that would pick up an ID change.
All of which I conveyed, brokenly and excitedly. Because of the jumbled delivery, it took Yanik’to a moment to follow my line of reasoning.
But when he did, he shook his massive head. “I had the same thought, so I sent out an emergency query to all stations, ships, and planets in the vicinity. The last time the Emerald Winter appeared on any sensors was about an hour and a half ago.”
“They must have switched IDs,” I persisted. “Someone must have picked up another ship – whatever the Winter really goes by.”
“I’m afraid not,” he said again. “A transport vessel reported seeing the Emerald Winter vanish. Nothing took its place, so they thought it was some kind of sensor malfunction. They registered for a full system check at their next port, and thought no more of it until they heard from us.”
“But that’s not possible,” Corano said. “Even if they didn’t replace their ID with another recognized code, the ship should have still shown up as an unidentified vessel.”
Yanik’to offered a low, growling murmur of disagreement. “We believe they’re employing stealth technology. The ship vanished from sensors not because they swapped or disabled their ID, but because they engaged a cloaking device.”




Chapter Ten

I sat in a daze, only half-listening to the voices around me, only half taking in what they said.
How could Maggie just be gone?
I struggled to wrap my head around it. It seemed as soon as any likelihood of action, of a chance to rescue her, vanished, my thoughts fell apart. I was back to incomprehension.
The crew talked about Brady, about his connection to Cassandra Fitzwilliam. I heard them theorize that this must be the work of the Frontier’s Edge bosses. The same people who had ordered Cassandra’s death ordered Maggie’s abduction.
I heard it all, but it didn’t make sense. Why take my Maggie? She’d already told the admiralty what she knew. What could they possibly gain by kidnapping her?
Maggie. Gone.
Admiral Meddling showed up, looking fit to be tied. Someone, I realized, must have paged him. He cast a glance over me and the crew, and then at Yanik’to.
“Look here, Commander,” he said, “this had better be important. I was having dinner with my wife.”
Yanik’to ran through it all again. I watched Meddling absently, as his expression morphed from anger to surprise to concern. He went through the same motions we had, making the same kind of comments.
“No, that can’t be right.”
“But what about sensors? Someone must have seen something.”
“Vanished? Impossible.”
When Yanik’to mentioned stealth technology, his expression darkened. “Dammit. Ever since the Korinthian conflict, stealth technology has been proliferating at an alarming rate. This day was bound to come, I suppose. But, dammit, why on my watch?”
I stared at him, almost unbelieving. Maggie, my Maggie, was gone, and he was worried about the inconvenience to himself.
“As trying as that no doubt must be, Admiral,” Corano said, his tone pure ice, “perhaps we can focus on getting Captain Landon-Ellis back.”
Meddling snorted. “If they’re using some kind of stealth technology, it may not be possible.”
“No stealth technology is perfect,” Syd pointed out. “With the right reconfiguration of long-range sensors –”
Meddling waved a hand in a quick, agitated motion. “I know all that. I’ve read the white paper. The problem is, you need to know what configurations to use. And while the military has broken some models, well, that data is classified.
“A military ship might be able to detect the Winter – and that’s not a given, mind – but she’s more likely to run into civilians ships. And they won’t be outfitted with the latest cloak busting algorithms.”
“So what will you do?” Corano asked.
Meddling sighed and tapped the tabletop. “Damned good question.”
“And one that requires a prompt answer,” Corano prodded. “The longer we delay, the further they get.”
“And the worse our odds of finding the captain become,” Syd put in.
“Don’t you think I realize that?” Meddling snapped. “Give me a minute to think.”
We gave him his minute, all of us watching in absolute silence. Finally, he got to his feet. “Let me make some calls.”
“You can use my comms,” Yanik’to volunteered.
But Meddling shook his head. “No. I need a secured admiralty line.”
“Then, if you do not object, we will follow you,” the commander said.
The admiral glanced over our medley band. “I need to make these calls in private,” he said.
“We can wait in a reception area,” Yanik’to volunteered. “But as time is of the essence, we will at least be near at hand when you have resolved your business.”
Meddling didn’t look thrilled by the prospect, but he didn’t argue either. Instead, he grunted and got to his feet. “Right. Follow me.”
Still in a kind of haze, I did. Ginny squeezed my shoulders and told me it would be alright. Kereli patted me on the back, assuring me we’d find her. Ria said I had nothing to worry about now that the admiralty was on the job, and Frank flashed an encouraging smile. “We’ll get her, Kay.”
I hardly heard them, just like I hardly noticed the changing halls as we moved from Station Command to the admiralty wing. I vaguely registered that the halls here looked like the halls in the surveillance footage of Maggie’s kidnapping.
A pang of alarm shot through me as that footage replayed itself in my mind: the smiling faux-lieutenant, the syringe, the collapse.
Oh Mags…
Meddling led us into an antechamber, furnished with plump sofas and leather chairs. “Wait here,” he said. “Lieutenant Richards will be with you directly.”
We took seats. I found myself alone in one of the leather chairs – alone, until Syd trundled up beside me anyway. “I’ve been thinking,” he started.
But just then, a brisk young woman in a lieutenant’s uniform stepped into the room. My stomach twisted at the sight of that uniform, so like the one Brady had been wearing when he’d attacked Mags.
“My name is Lieutenant Richards,” she said. “I’m sorry about your missing captain. The admiral wishes you to know we are doing everything we can, and that he will be with you as soon as possible.
“In the meantime, if there’s anything you need, you can let me know.”
“Answers is what we need,” Dave growled. “Like, for starters, how the hell you people could let not one but two attacks happen right under your noses.”
Richards peered across the bridge of her nose at him in a contemptuous fashion. But her tone was all politeness and professionalism as she replied, “That would be a question for Commander Yanik’to. The admiralty does not oversee station security, and that is a security matter.
“Now, if there’s nothing else –”
But she wasn’t getting away that easily. Corano wanted a precise understanding of the admiral’s intentions. Syd wanted the last known coordinates of the Emerald Winter. Ria suggested running Jefferson Brady’s face through the criminal databases to look for a match. And Dave wanted her to know she could shove her attitude straight up her ass.
It all came out at once, in a jumble of voices and words, and Richards addressed the concerns one at a time, in an acid tone. Syd’s query she redirected to Yanik’to. Ria’s, she said she would pursue. Corano’s, she dismissed with a, “I’m not party to the admiral’s thoughts, but I’m certain he will share them in due course, as he feels appropriate.”
For Dave, she reserved nothing more than a contemptuous scowl, and the advice that he could always wait on his own ship, if he found himself too overwrought by the circumstances to continue here.
Then, presumably with the intention of pursuing the real identity of Jefferson Brady, she took her leave. “There’s a button on the wall there. If you need anything further, you can reach me by pressing it.”
Richards returned half an hour later. Jefferson Brady’s face had come back with no hits in any of the Union databases. While there were multiple Jefferson Brady’s throughout Union space, and a few even within the right age range, none of them resembled the young man we’d seen.
So the name was a fake, and we had no clue as to the real identity of the kidnapper.
And Admiral Meddling’s own queries hadn’t gone much better. Yes, the Union would authorize pursuit of the Emerald Winter, but no, they had no further information. There had been no subsequent encounters, and no sightings prior to the ship’s arrival at Station Andor.
Furthermore, there was nothing in the fraudulent registration information. The transport business that supposedly owned the ship turned out to be nothing but invention. No one on the station contracted with it for any supplies, and no such business existed outside of the data the Winter’s crew had provided on docking.
Our only hope, then, was that the Union convoy might pick up some sign of the errant vessel. But the admiral shut down our request to accompany them, at once and without question.
“Absolutely not. If there’s anything to find, our ships will find it. And they’ll do it better and faster without worrying about civilians getting in the way, or getting themselves killed.
“No, believe me, I understand your concern. But the best thing you can do for your captain is to return to your ship and sit tight. If it can possibly be done, our boys will find her and bring her back, safe and sound.”
“And if it can’t?” I asked.
“Let’s cross that bridge when we get there, Mrs. Ellis-Landon.”
That didn’t sit right to me. I was an engineer. Contingency plans were hardwired into my DNA. “Shouldn’t we have a backup plan ready? Every second we waste is distance they put between us. It’s more time for them to get wherever they’re going, to do whatever they plan to do.”
He raised his palms in a placating manner. “I didn’t say we’d sit on our laurels. I said you should go back to your ship and get some rest – you and your crew – while we work.”
“But –”
“Please,” he said, with a forcefulness that silenced me. “Believe me, I am sympathetic to your situation. But – as you say – every moment we waste is a moment of heightened peril for Magdalene. You are civilians.
“Please let the military do our job, so we can get your wife back in one piece.”
I couldn’t argue with that, mainly because I couldn’t argue at all. My head still swam now and then, and disbelief continued to reassert itself over my thoughts.
I knew in a vague way that it was real – this waking nightmare had become my reality. But a numb sense of unbelief insulated me from the worst of it. So I let Ria pull me to my feet, and direct me to the door, an arm around my shoulders.
Commander Yanik’to declared he would leave us to return to our ship. “I will stay on duty, to assist with the retrieval of Captain Landon-Ellis.”
Syd arranged that the bridge of the Black Flag would be patched into the command center to monitor progress. Corano offered his services, and was rebuffed with a we’ll let you know.
Then Richards ushered us out of the admiralty facility, leaving us in a stark hall just off the promenade. I stared bleakly at the dark walls.
Where are you, Mags?
“Come on, Kay,” Frank said, turning me in the direction of the docks. “Let’s get back to the ship.”
For a moment, no one spoke. Then Syd urged us to make haste so we could get patched into the command center. A wellspring seemed to break with his words. All at once, everyone spoke.
I listened absently. Dave wanted heads to roll and necks to wring. He couldn’t believe we’d been locked out of rescuing our own captain. “After those morons let her get taken. And I swear to God, that damned admiral uses that smarmy voice again, I’m going to feed him a knuckle sandwich.
“‘I understand how you feel.’ Like hell you do, you stuck up bastard.”
Frank thought I needed a strong drink. Dr. Fredricks said sleep, not alcohol, would help me. Ginny dismissed them both. “She won’t be able to sleep. Not until she knows what those ships find.”
“But I can prescribe something for that,” Fredricks said.
“So can I,” Frank declared. “Whiskey.”
“Food and quiet would be better,” Jylya said. “If you can stand to eat anything, that is.”
Corano, meanwhile, wanted to pursue his own lines of inquiry. “I don’t know about you, but that database search seemed to me to come back awfully quickly. I’ve never known Union technology to be that efficient.”
“No,” I murmured. “That’s true.”
“I’d bet anything she did a quick search.”
I fought through the haze to focus on that. A quick search would have looked for high likelihood matches based on facial recognition among whatever criteria she’d set. In this case, she probably would have chosen a database of people linked to serious crime, or, perhaps, connection to the Fitzwilliam’s.
The search would have compared Brady’s face to anyone who fit the criteria she specified. But if, for instance, he didn’t have a record of convictions, he might be missed. It would all depend on the criteria she’d set.
“I would like to have another crack at it,” Corano went on.
“The Union databases are restricted,” Syd pointed out. “And we do not have access.”
“No,” Corano agreed. “But I’m betting Commander Yanik’to does.”
“I assume so,” Syd conceded. “But I fail to see how that benefits us.”
Corano offered a faint smile. “You’re slipping, Sydney.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“He put in his access code in front of both of us. 6481. If I could observe it, I’m surprised you did not.”
“On the contrary, I did observe it,” Syd said. “But it would violate ethical considerations – and laws – to utilize the knowledge.”
Corano nodded. “Right. Well, let’s go violate ethical considerations, and find out who the hell Mr. Brady really is.”
The prospect of action – even criminal action – pulled me out of my daze. I forgot to be afraid, too busy focusing on how to get the information we needed, and how to do it without getting caught, instead.
It was all well and good to have the commander’s PIN, but the station’s network engineers would track the signal back to us in a heartbeat. They’d be able to pinpoint exactly which ship had initiated the search.
And any halfway observant analyst would realize the station commander wouldn’t be making security requests from onboard a visiting privateer vessel.
I laid out my objections as we walked back to the ship, ending with, “It’ll all be in the station network logs.”
“That will only matter if we give them a reason to pay attention,” Corano pointed out. “I doubt very much that they regularly monitor those logs. And they probably do not retain them for more than a few weeks anyway.”
I shook my head. Not because of a fault in his logic, but because of a fault in his risk assessment. “That’s not the only problem, though. The database is going to have a solid audit system in place. There will be a permanent record that we – that ‘he’ – accessed the search.
“Even if no one notices now, they may some day in the future. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want this to come back to bite us a decade from now.”
“A decade from now, Yanik’to won’t remember if he initiated the search or not,” Corano declared.
“Maybe. But I don’t want to take chances. Once that audit log is written, it’s there. With the address of the port that initiated it. But it’s more than that.
“If we do a full facial recognition search of the databanks, it could very well take hours to finish. It’ll be a hell of a lot of data. Someone, somewhere, is bound to notice a data heavy connection like that coming from a visiting ship.”
“Katherine is correct,” Syd chimed in. “I calculate a high likelihood of detection, should we initiate this search from the Black Flag.”
Corano frowned in silent contemplation for a moment. Then he said, “We could try to get Richards to run it again, I suppose. See if she’ll expand her parameters.”
Dave snorted. “Good bloody luck talking to her.”
“I’m with Dave,” Frank said.
“Now there’s a first.”
Frank ignored the cook’s comment. “Richards half-assed the first search. Meaning, she didn’t think it was worth her time once. She’s not going to give it a second try.”
“I didn’t say we go to her,” I said. “I said, we don’t run the search from one of the Black Flag’s consoles. We need to run it from one of their devices.”
Frank stared at me. Corano said, “And how are we going to do that without anyone noticing?”
“Even if we could find an unattended workstation,” Ria said, “we’d stick out like sore thumbs.”
“We get our hands on a tablet,” I said, growing more excited by the idea by the moment. “One of the command center tablets, that’ll be connected to their network.”
“They’ll be able to track the tablet,” Corano objected. “As soon as they notice it’s missing, they’ll go looking for it. And they’ll find it on the Black Flag, which brings us right back to the initial problem.”
I shook my head. “No. Devices like that, they’ve got a tracking chip. It’ll be removable. It has to be – they’re mass produced, and each station, each planet, each ship, has their own Positioning System.
“These ones will have a chip configured to work with Andor’s Station Positioning System. I pop it out, destroy it before it ever reaches the Black Flag, and voila.” I spread my hands to signify something vanishing. “As far as the SPS is concerned, the tablet just evaporated.”
“Or,” Corano suggested, “you could conceal it somewhere, so SPS would still register a location. If anyone went looking for the tablet, they’d be sent after the chip instead.”
“Sure,” I agreed. “Either way, it’ll mean they never trace it back to our ship.”
“It seems,” Syd declared in dry tones, “that you are simply compounding the felonies, Katherine. Not only will you be impersonating a station commander to illegally access restricted databases, but now you’ve added theft and tampering with Union property to the list.”
“Yes, but this way no one can track the felonies back to us. That’s the difference.”
“Famous last words, from most criminals throughout history,” he said.
“We’ll be using Yanik’to’s login and the station network,” I persisted. “There’s absolutely nothing to tie it back to the Black Flag.”
“It ain’t exactly going to take a rocket scientist to figure out who wanted the info,” said Dave.
“But they won’t be able to prove anything. Once we’re done, we ditch the tablet, and we’re home clear. They can suspect all they want, but they won’t be able to prove it.”
“Perhaps,” Syd said. “But I believe we are overlooking an obvious – and legal – alternative.”
A chorus of what? met this declaration.
“We could simply ask someone to run the search for us.”
The same chorus of voices responded, this time raising all the objections we’d already noted.
“I did not say we should ask Lt. Richards,” he interrupted. “But we could approach someone else. Someone authorized to run the query, but more amenable to the suggestion.”
“Well that sure as hell isn’t that damned admiral,” Dave said.
“No. But perhaps Commander Yanik’to would consider it.”
I felt a surge of disappointment run through me at such an obvious and simple solution – a solution that would, once again, leave me with nothing to do but brood.
“He’s in conference with the admiral,” Corano said. “We may not be able to reach him.”
“We will not know unless we try. But even so, we may be able to reach the officer in charge in his absence.”
“And if they won’t?” I asked, sounding almost petulant to my own ears. “Then what?”
“Then, Katherine, we will commit your series of felonies.”




Chapter Eleven

We began by paging the commander’s comm as soon as we reached the Black Flag. We received no answer, which did not come as a particular shock. When we’d left Yanik’to, he’d been about to enter another closed-door conference with Meddling and the admiralty.
He had more pressing matters to attend than an overwrought crew’s vague request for his attention.
Which brought us to plan B. Well, not quite. We were still on Plan A, but subsection B, maybe: visit the station command center, and apply for help to the officer in charge.
But, A.B. was pulling double duty, getting the ball rolling for Plan B. Just in case.
Because part of showing up at the station command center was getting eyes on one of those tablets. If Plan A failed, that failure would facilitate Plan B. If no one would run the damned query for us, the time they took to tell us to get lost would give us a chance to get our hands on the device.
In the end, Ria and I decided to go. Ria, because the query had been her idea in the first place. “It’ll look like I’m still thinking about it. Can’t let it go.”
And me, because I couldn’t sit still, and I couldn’t stand by to wait. Not that the move was popular with anyone. Fredricks urged me to stay behind and rest after the shock. Frank thought it would be too much. Ria just said, “I swear, you mess this up and I get sent to prison, I will kick your ass. Extenuating circumstances or not.”
No one agreed, but no one could stop me, either. “I’m going. I can handle this, and there’s nothing else to do here. Anything you learn, you can keep me up to date via the comm.”
Frank sighed and told me to be careful. Ginny squeezed my shoulders and urged, “You should listen to Chris, you know.”
Dave shook his head and muttered, “Dumbass.”
It was Syd who took me aside, though, stopping me just outside the bridge. “Katherine, I must urge you to reconsider. You are exhibiting multiple symptoms of extreme distress: accelerated breathing, perspiration, rapid heartrate –”
“Of course I’m in distress,” I snapped. “Maggie’s been kidnapped.”
“Irritability,” he went on. “Heightened body temperature –”
“Sydney,” I said, “first of all, I’ve told you before: stop scanning people’s vitals. It’s creepy. Secondly, I am going. We need that tablet, and I can get it.”
“I would be more comfortable if you remained in the proximity of a physician,” he said.
I sighed. “I’m going, and that’s final.”
“The crew is concerned about you.”
“Well I’m not. I’m going, and no one’s going to stop me.”
He said nothing to that, and I had the uneasy feeling that he was considering doing exactly that: stopping me. But as I turned, he made no move to further delay me, saying only, “Goodbye, Katherine. And – be careful. Please.”
Ria was waiting for me just outside the ship. She looked almost disappointed as I emerged. “I was hoping you’d changed your mind,” she admitted.
I scowled at her. “Mags’ life is on the line.”
“Which is exactly why you should leave this to the professionals,” she said.
“Look, I already had this argument with Sydney. I’m going. Period.”
She shook her head. “Fine. Well, if you’re going, you can make yourself useful.” Extending her arm toward me, she passed over a leather briefcase.
“What’s this?”
She flashed a smile. “A prop, if they run our query for us. Our courier bag, if they won’t.”
I asked what she meant, but she said only, “Leave it to me. If the station commander agrees, you go on holding the bag. If they start to argue, hand me the bag. I’ll take it from there.”
I protested that I wanted to be more involved than that, but Ria said firmly that she was already risking enough by letting me tag along in my current state. “We do it my way, or we don’t do it at all.”
Privately, I maintained that my state was as ready as anyone on the ship. I was the one with the most on the line, after all. Maggie might be their captain, but she was my wife.
But we’d gain nothing from arguing. As long as I wasn’t exiled to the ship, as long as I got to do something more than sit with my own thoughts, and as long as we got the device, I figured the details didn’t really matter.
So I kept my mouth shut and tagged along.
“There’s one other thing I’m going to need from you,” Ria said as we walked.
I shot her a sour glance. “Oh, and what’s that?”
“If we’re not getting our way, I’m going to need you to be my diversion.”
I stared at her. “Your what?”
“You’re the grieving wife. I need you to play that up. Throw a tantrum or get hysterical. Cry or scream, whatever works best. Threaten to phone up every contact you have. Whatever. Just make a big scene, so you get the eyes of everyone in the room on you.”
“Are you serious? That’s the part you want me to play in this? I am not falling apart, dammit. I can do more than make a scene to help Maggie.”
Ria paused and glanced at me, first annoyance and then sympathy evident in her expression. “Kay,” she said, “I know that. I’m going to need you to disable the chip, and maintain our secure connection, and who knows what else.
“But if we’re going to steal a tablet right out from under their noses, we’re going to need a good distraction. Something that won’t make them suspicious. Now you tell me – who are they going to believe more, me or you?”
I scowled obstinately, refusing to respond. She was right. I knew that. But I still didn’t like being relegated to the role of hysterical wife.
“You really think me turning on the waterworks will convince them?” she persisted. “I mean, if you’re willing to risk the mission on it, I’ll do it.”
“Alright, alright,” I said. “I’ll do it. Just so long as you stop trying to push me out of this operation. Maggie’s my wife. I’m not standing by or staying home or sitting it out.”
She nodded. “Alright. As long as you feel you’re up to it, you’re in.”
We reached the command center a few minutes later, to find another Malti officer in charge of the area. She introduced herself as Subcommander Yiktar’i, and, hearing our names, expressed her sympathy. “If there’s anything I can do to help, I will.”
“As a matter of fact, there is,” Ria said, proceeding to lay out her concern with the brevity of Lt. Richards’s search. Then she pitched our request to re-run it, with a broader set of parameters this time.
Yiktar’i hesitated. “If Lt. Richards ran it, I’m really not sure what benefit we’d derive from running it a second time.”
Ria glanced significantly at me, and for a moment I wondered at her meaning. Surely we should work at persuasion a bit longer before falling back on hysterics?
“Kay, can I have my case?” she prompted.
Shit, I thought. I was supposed to do that when we got in here. Aloud, I said, “Oh. Right.”
She took the case and headed toward a desk. A desk with a tablet on it. “I’ll show you, Subcommander.”
Ria set the case beside the tablet, and proceeded to spread a ream of paper across the desktop, burying the tablet in the process. “These are models,” she said, “composed by our crew’s resident Via Robotics bot. A simulation, based on publicly available information, since we don’t have access to the database.
“As you can see, there are dozens of fields – and these are just the ones that have been mentioned in news articles, public case filings, and so on. I’m sure you’re aware of the data cost to matching photos and video. A single image contains millions of data points, all of which have to be matched against the millions of data points for each individual image in the database.
“These models show the kind of data load we’d be looking at running the query on various points. So, for instance, if we only matched faces of those human males thirty to forty years old, we’d be looking at billions of comparisons.”
She tapped another sheet. “If we remove the age parameter, we’re looking at trillions.”
Spreading the papers even further, she brought up another page. She was, I thought, quite good at this. I couldn’t tell she was doing anything beyond making her case – and I knew she was setting up a theft. I figured the subcommander wouldn’t have a clue what we were really up to.
“If you look at this one,” Ria went on, “where we remove sex altogether – and all we have to tell us that Brady is male is a false name and masculine presentation – the numbers are staggering.
“Now, I know the Union’s supercomputers are impressive. But millions of datapoint comparisons across trillions upon trillions of rows of data? There’s no way that comes back in half an hour.”
Again, Yiktar’i hesitated. Again, she started to say that she was sure Lt. Richards would have taken into account the multitude of possibilities.
Ria flashed me another of those pregnant glances. And this time, I took her meaning. I started to blubber, at first, with an effort. I made myself think of the awful possibilities of what might happen if we delayed, and my eyes started to water. Then a fat tear rolled down my cheek.
At which point, something truly appalling happened. A floodgate opened in my soul. Tears poured out, accompanied by great, wracking sobs. I shook and whimpered, and choked out a long, half-incomprehensible stream of fearful speculation.
I didn’t know what I’d do if anything happened to her, I said one moment. The next, I demanded to know what they could possibly want with her. She’d already given her evidence. The genie was out of the bottle, and you couldn’t very well put him back again. So what good would kidnapping her do now?
But rather than provide cover for our proposed theft, my scene prompted Yiktar’i to cave. “Alright, Mrs. Ellis-Landon, if you think it will help, of course I’ll run your search. There now, dry your eyes. We’ll find her.”
To my mortification, I found that I couldn’t dry my eyes. It had started as an act, but now my tears were real. Real, and unstoppable. I went on sobbing, so hard my entire body shook.
It would have been one hell of a distraction. That was for sure. Every eye in the command center focused on me. Yiktar’i made a low, uncomfortable sound in the back of her throat. Somehow, that prompted a fresh wave of grief.
“Let’s get her to the commander’s conference room,” Yiktar’i decided. “So she can have a moment of privacy.”
“I’ll take her,” Ria said. “If you can get started on that search – the best thing we can do to help her is to find the captain.”
“Of course,” she said, relief in her tone. “But, uh, if there’s anything I can do…”
“We’re fine,” Ria assured her, steering me by the shoulders toward the conference room.
“Very well,” Yiktar’i said, more relief in her voice.
“It’s too much,” Ria whispered as we walked. “She already agreed.”
I couldn’t stop, though. I was still crying when we reached the conference room doors, and still crying after they shut.
“You can cut the act,” she said, a hint of exasperation in her tone.
I sank into a seat and buried my face in my hands and went on crying.
“Jesus,” she said. A moment later, I felt her arm wrap around my shoulders, gingerly at first, and then squeezing a little tighter. “Hey, it’s going to be okay. We’re going to find him, Kay, this Brady. And when we find him, we find Maggie.”
But nothing she could say put an end to my tears. They went on and on and on, until finally, abruptly, they stopped – as if I’d simply run out of tears to cry.
I drew back from her shoulder, my face swollen and covered in snot. I supposed I must have looked an absolute mess. God knew, if felt like one.
“Sorry,” I mumbled, trying to brush away the tears. As if that might save some of my lost dignity.
She squeezed my arm and smiled at me. “It’s okay.”
She gave me a moment to collect myself and found me some tissues in a cupboard. Then we returned to the command center floor.
Our entrance drew everyone’s attention, same as my scene had done earlier. Then, they all averted their gazes, sympathy and embarrassment on their faces. Only Subcommander Yiktar’i came toward us.
She glanced me over and seemed to search her mind for something comforting to say. In the end, she decided against it, opting instead for, “I’ve started the search, on all humans between twenty and forty-five years of age, male and female. I did prioritize males first, but if we find no matches there, it’ll query females too.”
“Thank you, Subcommander,” I mumbled.
“Of course, Mrs. Ellis-Landon. Anything we can do to help.”




Chapter Twelve

Ria collected her papers and briefcase, and the pair of us departed the command center. We walked for a few minutes in awkward silence, until finally I blurted out, “You won’t – say anything about that, will you? To the rest of the crew, I mean.”
Ria glanced my way and smiled. “Of course I will. That was a hell of a performance, Kay. You singlehandedly sold the mission.”
“Not quite singlehandedly,” I said ruefully. “But – thanks.” The last thing I wanted Syd or the others to think was that I couldn’t handle myself. If they thought that, Dr. Fredricks might order me to rest. And I couldn’t sit this out. Not with so many unknowns.
Ria was as good as her word, too. She didn’t mention my breakdown. She sold it as a triumph instead, laughing as she told the crew how Yiktar’i, “bought it, hook, line and sinker.”
Whether they believed her or not, I couldn’t say. The fact that I’d returned to the ship looking a grisly, red-cheeked, puffy-faced mess probably gave them some inkling of what had really happened.
But I smiled along, and kept up the pretense, and Ria didn’t waver from her story. And, more importantly, we’d succeeded. Whatever fears Syd or the others had had about my competence under pressure, that success had allayed them.
The crew had news of their own, too. Meddling had set up a situation command center inside the admiralty facility, and, as promised, Commander Yanik’to had patched the Black Flag’s bridge into it.
We had a view of the situation room, of the admiral and Lt. Richards, of Commander Yanik’to and his attaché, and a handful of other Union and station officials all seated around a large conference table.
“They just deployed ships,” Frank told me. “Six of them, heading at maximum speed to the last known coordinates of the Emerald Winter.”
From there, the ships would disperse, each running a series of stealth mode-busting algorithms to try to locate the ship. They would maintain constant radio contact, and keep the admiral – and, via the situation room, us – informed at all times.
The long wait began, with seconds that seemed interminable dragging into minutes, and then hours. I paced the deck for a while waiting for news, hoping against hope that someone would spot something, even though I knew it would be too early for that.
The ships reached the last coordinates of the Winter, and they split up as agreed. I took a seat and started to chew nervously at my thumbnail.
Time seemed to crawl. The minutes rolled by, one after the other with an agonizing slowness. Still, no news.
I took to pacing again. Some of the other crew did too in turns. Some chewed their nails like me, the loud crack, crack disturbing the otherwise absolute stillness.
Then, the radio crackled. One of the captains’ voices came on the line. “Command, this is Petherton.”
Meddling’s voice replied, “Meddling here. Come in, Petherton.”
“We’ve picked up a reading, sir, just off our current heading. Some kind of organic material. Seems to be free-floating.”
My stomach lurched. Organic material. Free-floating. Oh God: please don’t let it be Maggie.
“We’re going in for a closer inspection,” Petherton said.
“Copy that. Transmit visuals,” Meddling ordered.
“Aye-aye.”
A video panel on the far end of the conference room sprang to life, displaying a patch of deep, dark space. At first, I could see nothing but blackness.
Then, as the ship approached its target, I saw a dim patch of – something.
I sank into the captain’s chair and gripped the sides until my knuckles went white. Had Brady kidnapped her just to kill her, and dump her body in the void of space? Had we been arguing about plans when all the time, Mags was dead?
The ship got nearer the form. It was longer than it was wide. It was a body. No doubt about that.
Petherton’s voice came on the line. “Sensors are confirming, it is a human body, sir.”
“Shit,” Meddling’s voice sounded quietly. Then, louder, he said, “Right. Pull it in, let’s see if we can get an ID.”
Ten minutes – the most awful ten minutes of my lifetime – followed. In my heart, I was convinced that the body they’d found was Maggie’s. Whose else could it be?
But I held out a desperate hope that it was someone else. I had no theory as to who, or why, or how. My mind was far too fractured for cogent thought, and the odds seemed too overwhelming anyway.
All I knew was that I wanted it to be someone else. And for as long as Petherton didn’t report an ID, I could maintain the fiction that Maggie had some prayer.
For ten brutal minutes, I waited in that state of absolute terror, trembling with fear at what I knew must be coming. At what I hoped wouldn’t be.
And then, Petherton’s voice sounded. Puzzled, this time. “Sir, I have an update on that body.”
“Yes?”
“It’s a male, sir. He’s pretty badly damaged. He went out without a suit. But – I think it’s Jefferson Brady.”
I blinked, my mind racing to process that tidbit. Jefferson Brady – Maggie’s kidnapper – dead? So it wasn’t Maggie who had been dumped, but Brady. The most pressing implication – Maggie’s still alive – warred in my thoughts with a myriad of questions.
Who the hell killed Brady?
Who was he working for?
If Brady was dead, where was Maggie now?
“Ready to transmit a visual, if you’re ready to receive, sir,” Petherton went on.
“Transmit,” Meddling commanded.
A new video feed appeared, this time displaying a bloated, discolored body.
The bloated, discolored body of a dark-haired man, wearing the dress blues of a Union lieutenant.
“My God. It is Brady,” I murmured.
“It is indeed,” Syd affirmed.
“Any signs of how he came to be floating out there?” Meddling asked.
In the video feed, a pair of hands rolled Brady’s body over, revealing a dark stain on the back of his neck. “There’s a deep wound here. I’ll bring him back for a full medical exam, but at a guess? I’d say someone stabbed him. I’d say he was already dead when they spaced him.”
Admiral Meddling ordered Brady’s body back to Station Andor. Captain Petherton diverted from his course, and one of the other ships swooped in to pick up his search vector.
Meanwhile, Commander Yanik’to roused the station’s coroner. The autopsy began almost as soon as Petherton docked, but no one was surprised by the results. Jefferson Brady had died from multiple stab wounds to the neck and chest with a long, sharp object.
The surprising piece came from an analysis of the cells found under his nails: skin cells. And not his own, either.
They matched to one Magdalene Landon-Ellis.
Which left no doubt in my mind as to how Jefferson Brady wound up dead. Maggie had come to, surprised him, and killed him. He’d tried to fight her off – thus the skin cells under his nails – but to no avail.
Jefferson Brady was dead, and Maggie was alive. So far, good news.
But a quiet voice at the back of my head urged caution. Sure, Maggie had been alive at the time of Brady’s death. But someone – someone other than her – had dumped his corpse. Someone had kept the Emerald Winter on its course, instead of turning it right back around for Station Andor like Maggie would have, if she’d been in charge.
Meaning, Brady’s associates were still alive, and still in control.
Out of the frying pan, into the fire.
That realization was only the start of the bad news, however. After five more hours, Admiral Meddling called an end to the search. The search zone had expanded beyond the scope of the deployed vessels, he said, and it would only get worse from there.
“At this point, we’re looking for a needle in a haystack; and the haystack is growing exponentially.”
I argued that they couldn’t just abandon the search and give up on Maggie, but to no avail.
Meddling explained in a forbearing but firm tone that he had no intention of abandoning the search. “We have ships all over the sector that we can put on lookout. They’ll be much more effective than a handful of ships flying blind.”
Nor did Sydney’s suggestion that we continue to follow the route the Winter seemed to have been following when they dumped Brady make a difference.
“As I say, we have ships in the area. If they maintained that course, we will intercept them. Now – not that I don’t appreciate your input, of course – I must ask you to excuse me. If we’re to find the Winter, there are people I need to contact.”
I stared at the screen, dumbfounded. “But – what do we do? What do I do?”
He stared into the camera and sighed. “You can get some rest and leave this in the hands of the professionals, Mrs. Ellis-Landon. I told you before: we’re not sitting on our laurels. We’re going to do everything we can to get your wife back.”
After the call terminated, I insisted that, despite having been awake for almost twenty-four hours at this point, I couldn't sleep. Dr. Fredricks said mildly that he could give me something to assist with that, and Syd urged me to take the doctor’s advice.
But I would not. Maggie was still missing, and still in danger. I couldn’t possibly justify sitting around and doing nothing. “There’s got to be something we can do.”
Syd said he would check in with Subcommander Yiktar’i on the status of her search. “Brady is dead, but that doesn’t mean knowing his real identity will not benefit us.”
“Once we know that, we can dig into his associates,” Corano agreed. “They might lead us to whoever he worked for.”
“I can pull up all the research we have on Frontier’s Edge,” Ria volunteered. “It’s not much, but who knows…maybe we’ll find something we missed the last time.”
This felt like progress, so I nodded briskly. “Good. I’ll help you with that, Ria.”
Dave grunted. “Well, I might as well get some breakfast going.”
“And coffee. Lots of coffee,” I called after him.
“If you won’t sleep,” Fredricks said, “the rest of the crew should, in shifts anyway. If Meddling’s guys do find anything, you don’t want the entire ship exhausted.”
This made sense, and I agreed readily enough. The truth was, I didn’t fear we’d miss anything by resting. I wasn’t worried about anyone else sleeping instead of doing something to help.
I was worried about myself, lying in my empty bed, staring at the ceiling of my dark room, and imagining all the perils Maggie would be facing. I needed to be doing something, to be helping, or at least trying.
One by one, most of the crew trickled off to their bunks. Corano stayed behind, more for Ria’s sake I supposed than my own. Syd, who did not share the biological imperative for sleep, remained as well, urging me now and again to retire.
I ignored him and focused on the work. Ria printed off a ream of paper – all our old notes relating to Frontier’s Edge. We divided the papers among us: four stacks for four investigators.
I studied the pages of my own pile, my eyes glazing over. My lids felt heavy, but I forced myself to concentrate.
The papers I had related to the incident on New Tombstone, specifically the smuggling side of it. Archie and Cassandra Fitzwilliam had run a cattle transport ship as a front for running dangerous, prohibited substances off the planet.
I skimmed over the names and numbers of dead and injured, and focused on the corporate details. We’d tracked them as far as we could go, and they’d all been dead ends: shell companies, that led nowhere, executive names that belonged to deceased leaders. Business addresses that corresponded to plots of empty desert land on sparsely settled colony planets.
I sorted through page after page of dead ends. Every time I’d spot a name I didn’t remember, I’d find it again a few pages later. And every time, it would go nowhere.
My lids sagged, and I struggled to keep my eyes open. I wondered vaguely where Dave was with the coffee. Should I check in with him about it?
I’m not going to be able to keep my eyes open much longer if I don’t, I thought.
It was the last thing I could remember thinking before I found myself waking hours later from a dreamless sleep, my back and shoulders aching. I’d slumped against the console, atop my work.
Someone had shut the lights out. Ria and Corano were nowhere to be seen. I blinked into the near total darkness, feeling a surge of panic. Had they really just abandoned me here? What if something had come up? What if they found Maggie?
I started to push up out of my seat when the lights sprang on. A second surge of panic swept me.
“Good morning, Katherine,” Syd’s voice called.
“Son of a…” I spun around, and sure enough, there was the battle bot, not ten feet behind me, monitoring the door.
“I apologize if I startled you,” he said.
“Never mind that. You let me sleep.”
“That is correct.”
I stared at him with dismay. “What if something happened?”
“Nothing did.”
“How do you know? They might have found Maggie already.”
“I know because I monitored the radio chatter while you slept. If they had found something, I would have woken you. But as they did not, and as you sorely needed rest, Corano, Ria and I decided it would be better to let you sleep.”
I scowled at him. “I told you I didn’t want to sleep.”
“So you did. But as that desire countermanded both Dr. Fredricks and my own considered opinions, and as your sleep did not seem distressed, I made the decision to let you rest.”
“Dammit, Sydney, how long have I been asleep?”
“Seven hours.”
I felt my jaw slacken. Had I really wasted seven hours – seven precious hours, that I could have spent helping Maggie? It explained the way my back and neck were feeling, I supposed.
“Do not look so mortified, Katherine. You know as well as I that the human body cannot survive, much less operate at peak performance, without regular intervals of sleep. If it helps, consider the time not wasted, but invested in your future performance and efficiency.”




Chapter Thirteen

Dave, it turned out, had gone to sleep at the same time as the rest of the crew. Syd had paged him and told him to belay the coffee and breakfast for the time being.
Dave – never one to argue with downtime – agreed. He rose about the same time I did, and, still in his pajamas, worked at getting breakfast together. Chubs must have followed him, because I found him running across the mess hall ceiling panels.
“Any news?” he asked as Syd and I entered.
“Not a word.”
Dave grunted. “Figured. Those bastards aren’t serious about finding her.”
I frowned at the comment and all its implications. “What? Why?”
“That admiral? He doesn’t give a rat’s ass what happens to Magdalene. He got what he wanted from her before Jefferson took her. She’s no more value to him.”
I stared in slowly dawning horror. Sydney said quickly, “What nonsense, Mr. Dave. You would be better to focus your attention on cooking, instead of frightening Katherine.”
Dave glanced up, and noting my surprise, stared in turn. “Come on. You didn’t really think that admiral gives two shits about some random privateer, did you?”
“I…Maggie’s not a random privateer,” I said, anger rising to replace any more helpful considerations.
“Not to you and me,” Dave went on. “But to Meddling and his ilk? We’re a dime a dozen – every one of us, crew and ship alike. If Brady had killed us, he wouldn’t so much as blink. He’d just harass the next pack of fools on the list next time he needed something.”
“Come on,” Syd said. “Let’s find you a seat and leave Mr. David to his work.”
I walked numbly behind the robot to a spot in the corner, as far from Dave as we could get. That, I supposed, had been no accident. The cook ignored Syd’s veiled shut up; so since he couldn’t get him to stop talking, he tried to get me to stop listening.
“He’s right, you know,” I said as I pulled out a chair.
“Nonsense. Mr. David is a cynic of the first water.”
“That doesn’t mean he’s wrong.”
“Until we have a reason for alarm, it would behoove us to remain unalarmed.”
“That’s easy for you to say,” I said.
“You may believe that if you choose, Katherine. But it is not, in fact, ‘easy’ for me to watch you and the rest of the crew in acute distress.”
I felt a pang at his words, that cut through my own haze of fear and angst. “I’m sorry, Syd. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”
“You are distressed,” he said simply. “I understand.”
The smell of coffee started to waft out of the kitchen. Dave called across the distance, “It’ll be ready soon.”
“I’ll be better when I have a cup of that in me,” I decided.
Syd made no comment. For a moment, we remained in our respective quietude. What he was thinking, I couldn’t guess. As for myself, I could think of nothing and no one but Maggie.
“What if they don’t find her, Syd?”
“I’ve given the matter some consideration,” Sydney answered. “I have constructed several alternative action plans, should Admiral Meddling’s current strategy fail.”
That got my attention. “Oh? Tell me about them.”
“They are contingent on certain eventualities,” he cautioned.
“Such as?”
“The results of Subcommander Yiktar’i’s query, for starters: if she finds us a real name, I would propose we perform our own, separate and simultaneous investigation, as time is of the essence in cases like these.”
And so much has already elapsed, I thought. “There’s no guarantee that we’ll find anything. They have a lot more resources than we do.”
“That is true. But I believe this crew would approach the issue with more commitment than anyone else.”
I nodded. He was right there. “And if the query returns nothing?”
“Then we plot a course based on the Emerald Winter’s last known heading, and follow it. In fact, I’ve already plotted the course.”
I sat up straight at that. “You have?”
“I have. With the two datapoints we have – the station and the site of Brady’s body – we can get a fairly certain idea of the direction they’re traveling. Granted, they may detour from that path. And even if they have no intention of altering their course, we have no way of knowing the terminus of their journey.”
I nodded bleakly, my excitement at his revelation fading. It seemed like a lost cause.
“However,” he went on, “there are a number of planets, outposts, and space stations near or along the route. About fifty, in fact.”
My interest ebbed back. Fifty would be a lot for us to cover, but a drop in the bucket for the admiralty. “Did you tell Meddling? He could have people waiting before they even showed up.”
“I did. He confirmed that he would – and I quote – ‘take it under advisement.’”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“That, I cannot say. But I took away the feeling that we would be well advised to check into it ourselves, if our other avenues of inquiry proved fruitless.”
I started to agree when I saw Dave approaching the table, two steaming mugs of coffee in hand. “Here,” he said, setting one in front of me and reserving the other for himself. “I thought you could use this.”
He took a seat across from me. Chubs bustled over until he hung upside down above our table, chirping and chattering at Dave.
“Don’t you have food to prepare?” Syd asked.
The cook ignored both of them. “You know what else I’ve been thinking about?”
I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. His last observation had been too damned dark. But on the other hand, I didn’t want to bury my head and hide away from the truth. And at least now, I had coffee to brace myself. I took a sip. It was hot and strong enough to wake the dead. “What?”
“Why the hell Brady took her. At this point, it’s a given he’s working for whoever the Fitzwilliam’s worked with.”
“Right.”
“Killing Cassandra makes sense. She was going to testify against them. They needed her out of the way.
“Targeting Magdalene makes less sense. She already gave her statement. It’s part of the record. But – say they want to be thorough. Say they don’t want anyone to cross examine her. Okay. So they kill her. That would make sense.”
I physically recoiled from his words, and he shrugged.
“Hypothetically speaking, I mean. From the perspective of our bad guys.”
“A little tact would go a long way, Mr. David,” Sydney grumbled.
“My point is, if this was about her statement, it doesn’t make much sense. But kidnapping her makes even less sense. All that does is start a manhunt and put them on everyone’s radar.”
We sat in silence for a moment, disturbed only by the kyger’s chirping meows. “You’re right,” I said. “It doesn’t make sense.”
“So either we’re dealing with a particularly stupid criminal – and the fact that they got onto the station with fake names and fake IDs tells me that whatever else they are, stupid ain’t on the list – or there’s more to this than we figured.”
I nodded. “But what? Maggie told them everything she knows. We all did.”
“Maybe they don’t know that,” Dave posited. “Maybe –”
A flash of gray flitted in front of our eyes, and then a heavy object thudded onto the table. The mugs bounced and tumbled, splashing coffee every which way. I leaped backward, with enough force to topple my chair.
I lay blinking up at the ceiling, trying to piece together what the hell had just happened. Then Chubs’s face poked over the edge of the table. He stared at me for a moment, and let out a curious, “Meow?”
“Goddammit, Chubs,” Dave snapped. “How many times have I told you, you can’t just jump off the ceiling onto things.”
Syd’s steel face appeared in my field of view next. “Are you alright, Katherine?”
“Uh…” I felt my head and neck gingerly. “I think so, yeah.”
He extended metal appendage and helped pull me to my feet. Dave was mopping coffee off the table when I rose, and he shrugged sheepishly. Which was as close to an apology as he’d get, I figured.
“That animal is a menace,” Syd declared. “He’s going to kill someone one of these days.”
Dave rolled his eyes. “What the hell are you even doing in the mess hall? You can’t eat.”
“I’m accompanying Katherine, and –” Syd broke off suddenly, a harsh, piercing sound blaring from his chest. A pre-programmed voice followed it up with, “Alert: smoke detected in this area. Alert: smoke detected in this area. All personnel are advised to evacuate at once. Please proceed in an orderly fashion to a designated safe area.”
“Oh hell,” Dave said, turning back toward the galley. “The eggs.”
Sydney trundled along after them, and I watched in a mixture of amazement and horror. Orange flames and thick black smoke rose from a pan on the stovetop and spilled out onto the surrounding countertop.
No wonder Chubs had been going crazy, I thought. He’d probably been the only one to realize the whole damned kitchen was about to go up in flames.
Sydney sped across the dining area, and reached the kitchen before Dave. Producing a fire extinguisher from one of the many nooks in his chassis, he targeted the pan first.
Dave reached the conflagration a moment later, pulling an extinguisher off the wall. He focused on the countertops, and together they soon had the blaze out.
“Well shit,” the cook said. “Looks like we won’t be doing much cooking any time soon.”
“I believe the crew may find that to be a mixed blessing,” Syd observed acidly.
It struck me in the moment that his sarcasm algorithms were really coming along quite well.
Dave must have noticed the same thing, because, wheezing a little, he returned, “Bite me, you bucket of bolts.”
The smell of smoke, and more particularly Syd’s automated fire alarm system, roused the rest of the crew. He apologized for that, explaining that the feature must have been installed with his latest software update.
“I shall disable it,” he promised.
No one much cared about being woken up, though. It was the fact that the galley had been charbroiled that got people’s backs up. And for a brief moment, it distracted me from worrying about Maggie.
“What the hell are we supposed to eat now?” Max wanted to know.
“Freezer’s fine,” Dave grunted. “The food’s still good.”
“But frozen. And uncooked.”
“There’s got to be someone on the station we can hire to pull out the burnt stuff and replace it,” I said, placatingly. “The galley was outdated anyway. Now we’ll get the upgrades Dave’s been asking for.”
“If I knew it was that easy, I would have lit the place on fire years ago,” Dave declared.
“You mean, that’s not what you were doing with your regular cooking?” Frank teased. “I figured all those burnt meals were test runs.”
“This isn’t constructive,” Syd interrupted. “Frank, why don’t you contact local contractors. The sooner we can get people in to fix this the better.”
Dave shot the Kudarian a smirk. But he wasn’t off the hook either.
“And David, you can compile a list of appliances and requirements. The rest of you, if there are any features you believe we’re missing, bring them to David. He will evaluate them and make a final decision as to whether they’re needed or not.
“And Katherine?”
“Yes?” I asked.
“In Maggie’s absence, you will need to cut the check.”
“Understood.”
“Good. Now, I recommend we stick with takeout in the meantime. We don’t want anyone wandering from the ship for any length of time.”
“It’s still on Union dime, right?” Fredricks asked.
For some reason, he was looking at me, as if I had the answer. “I – I don’t know. I haven’t heard anything about it.”
“Even if it isn’t, I believe we can make a very good case that it should be,” Syd said. “As the abduction occurred as a direct result of Union business.”
“So…is that a yes or a no?”
“Operate as if it is a yes,” Syd advised.
“And if it’s not?” Dave asked. “Are we going to be on the hook for it later?”
“I will personally cover the crew’s meals if I spoke in error,” Syd vowed. “Now please, disperse. The sooner –”
He didn’t finish his thought, though. At that moment, my pager sounded. I glanced down and saw an incoming call from Commander Yanik’to.
I froze for a split second.
“Katherine?” Syd prompted.
I remembered how to breathe again, and then how to use my hands. “Right.” Accepting the call, I said, “Hello?”
“Mrs. Ellis-Landon?” Yanik’to’s voice sounded.
“Speaking.”
“I wonder if I might have a word with you.”
“Of course. Is there – do you have news?”
A moment of silence. Hesitation? “I think we should discuss it in person. I assume you are onboard your vessel?”
“Yes.”
“Very well. May I join you there?”
“Of course.”
“Excellent. Thank you. I shall be over directly.”




Chapter Fourteen

Commander Yanik’to arrived some fifteen minutes later and, the bridge being sufficiently large to house us all plus being far from the galley, it seemed a good spot.
We had all assembled to hear whatever it was he had to say, which, I suppose, must have been an intimidating welcome – not least of all because we looked like we’d just crawled out of the trenches of some far off battle.
Even those of us who had nothing to do with fighting the fire, like myself, had somehow got soot all over ourselves. The mess mixed with our anxiety and annoyance at having no galley to produce a grim overall picture.
Still, the commander took up position, glanced once over us, and said, “Before we begin, I must be assured of your absolute discretion. All of you.”
We glanced between ourselves, our expressions seeming to say What the hell is this? I offered my assurance first, and one by one, the rest of the crew followed.
The commander nodded. “Thank you. In that case…it is my understanding that –” He drew off suddenly, rising off his front feet onto the back sets, and sniffing the air. “Is there a – fire?”
“There was,” Syd said. “But it is contained.”
Yanik’to threw another glance over us, his eyes lingering on our dirty faces and clothes. “Ah. Well, uh, was anyone hurt?”
“I do believe Mr. David’s sense of pride took a serious blow, but other than that, we are all fine.”
Yanik’to studied Syd, and then chortled – a low, deep, growling sound. “A funny robot. I do believe that’s a first. Are you – if you don’t mind my asking – pre-programmed with witticisms?”
Dave snorted, muttering something about robots not recognizing wit if it bit them on their metal asses, and Sydney declared, “I am not. My humor routines are mostly self-developed, influenced by a combination of observed media and social interactions.”
“Which is to say, you work with a very sarcastic crew,” the commander observed, a twinkle in his golden eyes. “Well, I’m impressed. And, sorry to hear about your kitchen. An unfortunate business, that, but I’m sure we have someone on the station that can assist. I can get you a list of names before I go.
“However, that’s not what I came to discuss.”
He paused for an uncomfortably long time. Long enough for me to prompt, “If you know anything that can help Maggie, Commander…”
He shifted his weight onto the three legs on his right side, and then back to his left. “I don’t, Mrs. Ellis-Landon. No, that’s the truth. I don’t know anything. However…well, some things are not quite adding up.”
“What things?” Sydney asked.
“You requested my subcommander, Yiktar’i, run a query for you.”
“That’s right.”
He gazed at me with a stern expression. “In fact, I think you were prepared to take matters into your own hands if she refused.”
I could feel my cheeks heating. How on earth could he know that? “I have no idea what you mean, Commander.”
He snorted, a great, bear-like snort. “I watched the security footage of your visit. I saw the signals passing between you and your tactical officer. I saw the way she laid her bag on top of a tablet, and how she signaled you to start crying when Yiktar’i told her no.
“I’m no fool, and I’ve seen thieves in action before. You were planning to steal that tablet, except Yiktar’i caved. From which I can only gather that you somehow got your hands on someone’s access code, else it would be no use to you.”
I wilted under his gaze, refusing to cop to anything, but with no excuse to offer, either.
“And I need not remind you – both of you. All of you, in fact – that that’s illegal. All of it.”
“Sir, you are certainly mistaken about our crew’s intentions,” Syd lied. “But even if your hypothesis had any basis in reality, intent by itself is not a crime. No actions were taken to steal anything.”
Yanik’to fixed that penetrating gaze on Syd. “I could probably hit you with a conspiracy charge,” he said, “if I was so inclined. But luckily for you lot, I’m not. That’s a warning, nothing more.”
He paused and turned to me again. “Oh, and if it was my PIN you were planning on using, you should know I changed it this morning.”
I said nothing to that, but my cheeks flamed hotter.
In his most casual tones, Syd drawled, “A sensible precaution, Commander. Frequent PIN changes are a cornerstone of any sensible security system.”
“I take it back,” Yanik’to said. “You’re not very funny after all.”
“I’m sorry to disappoint. However, if that’s all –”
“It’s not. That was a sidenote. Now – well, it’s my turn to do something stupid.”
We waited in wary but pregnant silence.
Finally, he spoke again. “The query you asked for…not ten minutes after Yiktar’i kicked it off, Lt. Richards paged her. Told her to cancel it.”
I stared at him. “She what?”
“What reason did she give?” Syd asked.
“She didn’t comply, I hope?” Frank wondered.
“She didn’t give a reason,” the commander answered. “Simply said the admiralty was managing the investigation, and her assistance was not required. Yiktar’i said she would run it anyway, as a courtesy to you, Mrs. Ellis-Landon. At which point, Lt. Richards outright ordered her to cancel the query, and to interfere no further.”
“She can’t do that,” Corano put in. “She doesn’t have the authority.”
“No,” Yanik’to said. “She doesn’t. We are a civilian base. But, as I explained yesterday, the situation is not as straightforward as that. If the admiralty approaches us with a demand, even if they are without the power to enforce it, we comply.”
“So Yiktar’i did cancel the search,” Syd concluded.
“She did.”
“Which explains why I still have not heard anything.”
“Yes. However, she informed me after the fact, because it struck her as unusually demanding, and quite insensible.”
“Did you ask Richards about it?” I asked.
“I did, and she transferred me to Meddling, where I got told, in so many words, to mind my own business.”
“Goddammit,” Dave said. “I knew they were hiding something. Never trust an admiral. That’s my rule.”
“I don’t know about that,” Yanik’to said patiently. “But when it comes to this particular admiral, well, I’m afraid I don’t. You see, after that conversation, I felt uneasy. Whatever our gentlemen’s agreement, I am the commander of this station. The ultimate responsibility for what happens here rests on my shoulders, and not Meddling’s.
“So I did some digging.” He turned to our main display screen, and the console adjacent to it. “May I?”
The eyes of the crew turned to me for a reply, and I nodded. “Of course.”
Yanik’to pivoted to his back four legs, and brought the front two appendages to the console controls, using the digits thereon like fingers. He pulled up a station secure site and, angling his body to block our lines of sight, typed in his PIN.
“I will be changing the code as soon as I leave,” he offered dryly. “So if any of you are getting any ideas, you may as well forget them.”
“I’m sure we haven’t the faintest idea what you mean, Commander.”
Yanik’to grunted. “I’m sure you don’t. There we are.” A surveillance video appeared on the screen. I frowned at the familiar halls and paneling.
“Is that – the admiralty building?”
“It is. This was shot the morning of Magdalene’s disappearance – yesterday, shortly before the conference began.”
He tapped a button, and the video played. My heart skipped a beat at the site of Maggie, strolling confidently into the pane. Lieutenant Richards appeared from one of those damned invisible doors that looked like just another bit of paneling.
She flashed a predatory smile and said something. There was no audio feed, but gauging the movement of her mouth, I figured it was, “Ah, Magdalene. Good morning.”
Maggie offered a wary, “Good morning,” in return.
Richards sidled up to her and with one hand gestured to a point out of view. The other, she wrapped over Maggie’s shoulder. “We’re just down this way.”
Maggie started to walk in the direction indicated with Richards beside her. Then, the lieutenant paused, glanced around, and made an exasperated gesture. “I forgot my tablet. Go on without me.”
Richards swiped a badge, and the panel opened again. She disappeared inside. Maggie stood for a moment, staring after her with a puzzled expression. Then, she shook her head and headed for the admiral, off screen.
For a long half a minute, the video showed only an empty hall. Then Richards reappeared, a tablet in hand. She glanced down the hall, and smiled, as if reassured on some point.
Hovering by her invisible office door, she tapped through a few menus on her tablet, landing on a black grid. In the center, a tiny green dot followed a roughly straight path.
Richards smiled again, closed the screen, and followed Maggie until she too vanished from sight. At which point, the commander paused the recording and turned to us.
“I don’t know if you caught that,” he said.
“What?” I asked. I’d seen Richards being weird and creepy, but that fit with my impression of the lieutenant so far.
“Unless I’m very much mistaken,” Syd offered, “Lieutenant Richards placed a tracker just under Magdalene’s collar.”
I stared at him. “A what?”
“A tracker,” Yanik’to repeated. “When she reached a hand around Magdalene’s shoulder? She slipped her finger under the collar of her jacket. And then the application she brought up on her tablet?”
I thought back to the green dot that moved slowly and steadily along. “You mean – Maggie was the green dot?”
“I think so, yes.”
The room sat in absolute silence for a moment. I shattered it with a disbelieving, “No. Impossible. Why would she want to track Mags? It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Unless she knew Magdalene would be taken,” Syd supplied.
“But she couldn’t. That would mean she was in on the kidnapping.”
“Not necessarily,” Yanik’to said. “It would mean she had prior knowledge of it, yes. But that doesn’t mean she is party to it. On the contrary, I would argue it demonstrates that she isn’t. If she was, she would have no need to track Magdalene. She’d know exactly where her compatriots meant to take her.”
“No,” I said again, my mind reeling under the suggestion. “It’s not possible.”
“Show us the video again,” Frank requested. “But focus on Richards’ hand.”
The commander complied, rewinding until just before Richards emerged from her office. He slowed the speed to a crawl and played.
Maggie turned in slow motion, looking none too thrilled to see Richards. Just as slowly, Richards’ face transformed into that crocodile grin. She slid across the floor and lifted her hand.
Yanik’to froze the frame and zoomed in on Richards’ hand. A tiny silver glint shone between her thumb and forefinger, too small to identify.
“She’s holding something,” he said. “Something metal.”
“Goddamned admiralty,” Dave offered. “Dirty, double-crossing bastards.”
Yanik’to fitted the frame to the screen and resumed playback, at a snail’s pace again. My heart hammered as I watched that silver glint make its way to Maggie’s back.
Once more, the commander zoomed in on Richards’ hand, but without pausing this time. We watched as her hand, grainy because of the magnification, rested on Maggie’s shoulder. The glint of silver, no bigger than the head of a pin, came into momentary focus; and then it was gone again, as Richards’ finger slid under the jacket. A second later, it had reappeared again, and the lieutenant was beginning her charade about forgetting her tablet.
“Son of a bitch,” I said. “She really did it.”
“Yes,” Yanik’to said. “Which means that Lt. Richards – and most likely the admiral, as I cannot see her operating on her own initiative on such a matter – had prior knowledge that Captain Landon-Ellis would be abducted.”
“Had prior knowledge,” Syd said, “and took no steps to prevent it.”
Yanik’to nodded. “The fact is, I believe the admiralty may be using your captain as bait, first to lure out Brady and his compatriots, and then to lead them to their higherups.”




Chapter Fifteen

Commander Yanik’to had more than this video to support his supposition. He had three interesting facts.
The first was that, despite Admiral Meddling’s promise to send out alerts to all Union ships to be on the lookout for a rogue, cloaked vessel, no such communiqué had gone out. A general report of the incident had been filed, and a BOLO for the Emerald Winter – but no mention of stealth technology, or the route Syd had calculated.
Secondly, there was the business of how Brady had managed to get into the admiralty wing at all. He’d used a badge belonging to a junior grade lieutenant called Kiwani.
“But Lt. Kiwani reported the badge missing the evening before. She had worn it during her shift, and noticed it gone when she arrived home. She filed immediately, because she’d gone out to one of the station bars with friends from work. It was very busy, and she was afraid someone might have pinched it.”
A replacement badge had been issued, he said, but the original had not been disabled. “Which is a significant breach of protocol. Not unheard of – mistakes do happen – but unusual, certainly.”
And finally: rumors.
Rumors of a breakthrough in the Fitzwilliam case had begun to circulate within the past week. No one seemed to know what, exactly, to expect, but the justice department officers and the admiral’s staff had been in frequent contact, and station gossip promised that something big was imminent.
And rumors of leaks within the admiralty and justice department for months leading up to the conference with Maggie.
“This is entirely speculation, so take that for what it’s worth,” he said. “But I suspect your summons was an effort to draw out the forces behind Frontier’s Edge – them, and the leak. I believe your arrival was framed as the rumored ‘significant incident,’ the breakthrough in the case. The temptation to interfere – the risk in not interfering – was too great for Brady, and whoever sent him.”
“Are you suggesting that the captain was aware of the role she would play in this deception?” Syd asked.
Yanik’to glanced at me. “I suppose only Katherine will be able to speak definitively on that score. But I would hazard a guess that any part she played in the scheme was unwitting.”
“Maggie would have told me,” I said. “Even if she agreed to something crazy like this – and I wouldn’t put that entirely past her, if she thought it could save lives – she wouldn’t let me think the worst.”
“I agree,” Syd said. “Which means Magdalene is as much a pawn in this as we are.”
“It also means the admiral is willing to sacrifice her,” Frank said, “in order to get his hands on whatever he’s after. He didn’t warn the fleet to be on the lookout, so we could get her back. And it’s a fifty-fifty shot they’re taking her to wherever the bosses are actually holed up. They might just be taking her somewhere to kill her, or interrogate her.”
I shuddered at the prospect of that. This wouldn’t be a civilized chat across the table, over coffee. Whoever was behind Frontier’s Edge was brutal, dictatorial, and merciless. They’d killed before, and they would kill again.
But not until they got the information they wanted. Information, if Yanik’to’s theory was right, Maggie didn’t actually have. Meddling had set her up as bait, and Brady had taken the bait. Now Mags was bound to who knew where, to answer for something she knew nothing about.
I felt suddenly sick and faint. I tried to rise, but found my legs unable to meet the task. “God,” I murmured instead. “If they think Maggie knows something…”
“We need to talk to Admiral Meddling,” Syd decided. “There may be an explanation that we’re overlooking.”
“And if there isn’t?”
“If there is not, then we pursue alternative avenues.”
“Meaning what?” Yanik’to asked.
“Meaning, we get the captain back, whatever the cost.”
“I don’t like the sound of that,” the commander said. “That sounds like laws broken and blood spilled.”
“Forget laws. How about if we break some necks instead?” Dave offered acidly.
Syd replied in a more measured tone, “I believe kidnapping people breaks laws, Commander. I believe using them as bait, without their consent, and setting them up for abduction breaks laws.”
“I take your meaning, Mr. Sidney. But the fact remains that there’s a smart way to do this, and a not-smart way. Now, your idea about talking to Meddling – I like that.
“I don’t think you’ll get very far. I didn’t. But who knows? Maybe he’ll talk to you, since it’s your captain whose life is on the line.
“If that doesn’t work, if he stonewalls you the way he did me, I think we need to take a measured approach.”
“Maggie could be dead by then,” I said. “Every second we waste with ‘measured approaches,’ the worse her odds of survival become.”
“I don’t want us to waste time, Katherine. That’s why, as soon as my subcommander told me about Lt. Richards’ order to stop her search, I got it going again. Not me, personally. But I reached out to a contact of mine, from my military days. A good friend.
“He’s running it, so it’s not coming from inside the station apparatus. So it hopefully won’t trigger any watches they’ve got in place. And, even if it does, well, he’s outside of Meddling’s chain of command.”
“Why the hell didn’t you say that from the beginning?” Dave demanded.
“Because I wasn’t certain how much you knew, and how much I should reveal. But I see now that you were as much in the dark as anyone. So I propose we do two things: you contact the admiral and address your concerns to him. No accusations, mind. Just lay out the facts and see how he responds.
“I wait for the results from my search. It should conclude soon.”
“What if it turns nothing up?” I asked, my mind so full of worst-case scenarios I couldn’t focus on anything else.
“I don’t think it will,” Yanik’to said. “Not if my suspicions are correct, anyway; and that’s the case we’re worried about. So if I’m right, and there is nothing to find in the search, Richards would not have ordered Yiktar’i to end it.”
He and the crew went back and forth, talking through the risks of waiting, of confronting Meddling, of not confronting Meddling. I listened in a kind of numb silence, thinking through everything I’d seen and heard.
I remembered all the cloak and dagger business about our arrival. Meddling had refused to tell Maggie anything about it, from what – at the time – seemed like an abundance of caution. Now, it no longer looked like caution to me, but design.
Secret communiques to the Black Flag would draw the attention of anyone on the lookout for information about the case. A secret meeting, so secret they couldn’t even discuss it for security reasons, would draw anyone’s attention.
Then there was the tracker. Richards had planted it on Maggie before the conference. Meaning, she’d gone into the conference expecting Maggie to disappear and need tracking shortly thereafter.
Meddling in turn had failed to alert the Union fleet to the Winter’s stealth technology. He’d also pulled Captain Petherton off the initial search to bring Brady’s body back, instead of ordering him to leave the body, so another ship could pick it up.
Sure, he’d sent another captain to take up Petherton’s search vector. But that meant more delay, more time wasted – less chance of anyone catching sight of the Emerald Winter.
At the time, it had seemed like bad planning. Now, it took on a new light.
So did Cassandra’s death. Why, after all, had the justice department allowed a key witness to wander the station alone, before the trial? If we could spot her, so could anyone else. Even without the news of information leaks, it sounded like a bad idea.
But knowing that there was a rat on the station?
Not even the Union bureaucracy could be that incompetent. No: Mags wasn’t the only bait.
Meddling and his counterparts in the Justice Department had set up a scenario that was too good to be true. He’d offered up Cassandra Fitzwilliam, with whatever evidence she could bring about the operation on New Tombstone, and Maggie, with the even more enticing promise of a massive, secret revelation.
And the Frontier’s Edge bosses couldn’t resist. They’d taken the bait, and sent Brady to off Cassandra, the extent of whose information they already knew, and to take Maggie, whose big reveal they didn’t know.
Because no one did. Because it existed as a figment of Meddling’s imagination, a useful invention, and nothing more.
“We’re not going to get anywhere with Meddling,” I said suddenly.
They all fell silent, turning to me.
“He’s engineered this thing from the beginning. It had to be him. No one else could have gotten away with it, not without his knowledge and sign off.”
No one spoke for a long moment. Then Yanik’to said, “Surely we should at least give him a chance to explain.”
“Explain what? ‘Excuse me, Admiral, would you mind telling me why your attaché put a damned tracking device on my wife? What’s up with that?’ Don’t you think he’ll want to know how we got our hands on that information?”
“But what is the alternative? We have to at least try to get answers, don’t we?”
“The alternative is, we see what the query sends back; and then we track these sons of bitches down. On our own.”
Yanik’to made a sound like a groan, from deep in his bearlike chest. “That sounds like a good way to get yourself and your crew killed, Katherine.”
But I persisted. “Think about it. If we confront the admiral, best case scenario, he’s going to deny everything. All we do is tip him off that we know what’s going on.
“Worst case, he’s going to stop us from pursuing Maggie. He’s using her as bait. You think he’s going to want us getting in the way?”
It took some time, but Yanik’to eventually agreed. He would share the data as soon as he got it, and we could make any plans after that. “I still maintain that we should not rule out discussing this with the admiral. There may be other considerations for which we are not properly accounting.”
I made a faint show of agreement, nothing firm, but enough to put his mind at ease. Then, I waited until he’d trundled off, and we heard the outer hatch finally close after him.
Everyone erupted at once.
“We’re not actually going to sit around with our thumbs up our asses waiting for some kind of report, are we?” Dave demanded.
“We must proceed with caution,” Corano urged. “The commander is uneasy with Admiral Meddling’s actions, but he still operates within the law.”
“I say we leave now, and head out on the course Sydney plotted,” Frank said.
Their voices rose over each other, until I couldn’t make out anyone distinctly. I raised a hand to quiet them all.
“Of course we’re not sitting around,” I said. “We’ll get the report. Whatever we can find about Brady, I’m sure it will help. But we’re not waiting for it.
“We’re going to get our hands on that tablet. The one Richards is using to track Mags. And then we’re going to find her, wherever she is.”
“There may be significant risk involved,” Syd cautioned. “Not only will we be contending with the forces of Brady’s compatriots, but we may also find ourselves arrayed against the might of the Union.
“If Meddling was willing to go to these lengths to entrap Brady’s bosses, we cannot rule out that he will go to greater lengths to protect his scheme.”
I nodded, understanding full well what he meant. If Meddling was willing to sacrifice Maggie, maybe he’d be willing to kill us too. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there, Syd.
“But we’re going to get Mags back. Whatever it takes.”




Chapter Sixteen

It took us another half an hour to formulate a plan, and by then, the commander had received the results of his query. Those, he forwarded to me. “When you’ve had a chance to review them, I am available to compare notes,” he said.
Syd set to work evaluating the data, cross-referencing the names and details. As for myself, I focused on the tablet.
My plan didn’t differ in general much from the one we’d almost enacted in the station command center. Ria and I played the same roles, with slightly altered lines appropriate to the new audience.
We would visit Lt. Richards, I in the role of worried wife, Ria as security adviser. We’d locate the tablet. Then she would present data, and I would devolve into tears and hysterics, all on cue, all according to plan.
I’d heard the old Earth phrase, Man plans, and God laughs, plenty of times before. But, like cheesy love songs and tear-jerking heart break tunes, it’s one of those things that never fully makes sense – until it does.
That morning, it made sense.
For starters, the printer stopped working. After about fifteen minutes of troubleshooting, we realized it and half a dozen other appliances were running on the same power junction as the galley.
Why? Well, I couldn’t say. That would have been the engineer before me, and maybe whoever predated him. But someone, somewhere had cut corners, and linked them all to the same wiring.
The fix would mean pulling off a bunch of paneling and rewiring sections of the ship. That’d be work for later, I decided. Which, ironically, was probably how it had ended up hacked together in the first place. In the meantime, we moved the printer.
Syd had developed another slew of printouts, these ones detailing the various stations and planets along his projected course. The plan was, Ria would start describing these possible destinations, scattering her papers every which way. I’d let her talk until the moment was right, then burst into tears. Ria would scoop up her papers – and Richards’ tablet – and that would be that.
Some earth-bound deity must have been getting a good chuckle out of that one.
We reached the admiralty building, where an administrative secretary smiled and took our names. We told her that we had a theory we wanted to run past the admiral – knowing full well Lieutenant Richards would run interference, and meet us on his behalf.
Except, that’s not what happened. The secretary nodded, and told me, “Of course, Mrs. Ellis-Landon. Let me just see if I can reach his office.” She dialed a number, relayed our message, and then smiled again.
“You can go right in.”
I blinked. “Oh. I can?”
“Yes. Do you know the way? Just through those glass doors.” She gestured to a pair of clear doors – some of the few in the admiralty wing that resembled normal doors. “I can show you, if you like.”
She started to rise, but Ria shook her head. “We’ve been here before. Thank you.”
“Of course. You have a wonderful day.”
“Problem,” I said as soon as we’d stepped through the set of doors.
“Play it cool,” Ria urged. “We’ll talk to Meddling, and then figure out a reason to get into Richards’ office.”
I threw a glance around the austere walls with their invisible doors. Were these all offices around us? There could be dozens of them, all indistinguishable, at least to my eye. “Like what?”
“I don’t know. But we’ll think of something.”
We had to leave it there for the time being, as none other than Lt. Richards herself emerged from one of the side offices. She flashed a bright smile.
It made my skin crawl. It was the same smile she’d used on Maggie, right before she slipped a tracker under her collar. She seemed not to notice my discomfort, because she went on smiling.
“Kay, I’m so glad you’re here. I was just about to reach out to you. The admiral – well, since you’re here, I might as well let him tell you.”
For the briefest moment, I forgot my mistrust of this slippery officer. I forgot about the tracker, and the badge, and all the lies. A surge of hope tore through me.
“Maggie – did they find her?”
Richards plastered a sympathetic expression onto her face. “No. I’m sorry, not yet. But we’ve unearthed something that should help. Come on.”
She ushered us forward, into another conference room. Not the same one I’d seen on the feed, that Meddling had designated the situation room. These were closer quarters, with fewer chairs and a table maybe half the size.
Meddling sat at the head of the table, as if he’d been expecting us. I froze in the entry, wondering madly if they’d somehow figured out what we were up to. Ria nudged me forward, and the feeling passed.
I took a seat two down from Meddling, and he offered me a sympathetic smile. “Mrs. Ellis-Landon: your timing is very fortuitous. Lieutenant Richards was just about to contact you.”
“So she told us.”
“We just got off the phone with the station security team. Some of Yanik’to’s boys. And we think we may have located something that will help us find the people behind taking Magdalene.”
“Behind Frontier’s Edge, you mean,” Ria said.
The admiral glanced her way and – had I imagined it? – a flicker of suspicion crossed his face. But in the next moment, he was nodding. “Yes. Pending evidence to the contrary, we are operating under the assumption that they’re one and the same team.
“We cross-checked the video you supplied with surveillance footage taken outside the Justice Department compound, and we can confirm that Brady did enter the facility. We know that he was responsible for Cassandra’s death. So it stands to reason that the same people who ordered the hit on her ordered the attack on Magdalene, and for the same purpose.”
“Does it, though?” Ria asked. “I mean, what could they possibly hope to achieve by kidnapping Magdalene? She’d already made her statement.”
“Well,” Meddling said, “who knows. They’re a shadowy bunch, so it’s hard to quite know what their reasons might be. But I suppose we’ll find out when we find her.”
“You were working with the Justice Department, though, weren’t you?” I asked. “On their case to bring down Fitzwilliam’s bosses. That was the whole reason you called us here, wasn’t it?”
He shifted in his seat. “Well, I’m sure you understand, I can’t speak to that.”
“I don’t understand,” I said, my temper rising despite the little voice in the back of my head urging, Don’t show your hand, Kay. Play it cool. “If it wasn’t for your summons, Maggie wouldn’t have been here in the first place.”
“Now, Mrs. Ellis-Landon,” Richards said, in a patronizing tone that she seemed to think might be soothing, “I don’t think that’s quite fair.”
“To hell with fair,” I snapped. “You called my wife here, Admiral. She’s gone because you did that. I want to know why. I’m entitled to know why.”
“Katherine,” Richards started, in the same smarmy tone.
But Admiral Meddling raised a hand and said, “It’s all right, Lieutenant. Katherine is right. She does have a right to know what this is all about.”
He sighed and drummed the tabletop. “The fact of the matter is, as much as we have against the Fitzwilliam’s, that’s as high up the chain as we could really get – until Cassandra cracked. The problem was, she only knew what she’d overheard.
“Her husband, Archibald – he was the one on the payroll. The one with the names. But he wouldn’t budge. He’d rather go to prison for the New Tombstone business than testify against whoever put him up to it.
“Mrs. Fitzwilliam was more amenable to sense – but she knew much less. And what she did know was hearsay. Enough for our people to start investigating, and maybe it’ll pan out, and maybe it won’t.
“But frankly, we needed all the help we could get. We hoped Magdalene might be able to offer further insight, because what we currently have is not enough to get whoever’s really behind all this.”
“Which is who?” I asked.
He drummed his fingers absently. “I can’t say.”
“Bullshit,” I said. “You won’t say.”
Lt. Richardson’s jaw tightened at my use of profanity, but the admiral flashed a brief smile. “That’s effectively the same thing. But yes. We do have a name, but without evidence, well, a name is useless.”
“You could tell me,” I said.
“No, I can’t. Or won’t, if you prefer. You are desperate to find your wife.”
“Of course I am.”
“Of course you are. But if you had a name, you might act – injudiciously.”
“You mean, I might put her interests above your precious case’s?” I asked, my temper again flaring.
“Something like that. Although, I would argue that imprudent action on your part would endanger her rather than further her interests.”
“If you have a suspect already,” Ria put in before I could respond, “why don’t you have people watching, in case they bring Magdalene to him?”
“We do. Believe it or not, we are capable of doing some things right.”
“Cassandra was killed under your nose,” I pointed out, “and Maggie taken.”
“Cassandra was the Justice Department’s blunder,” he countered. “We’re working on this together, as there’s been all kinds of laws broken, across all kinds of jurisdictions. Easier to cooperate than fight over whose case it should be. But they were tasked with her protection detail.”
“You still let Brady take Maggie,” I said, coming nearer the truth than perhaps I should have done.
He fixed me with a piercing gaze, and Ria interrupted, “Kay, let me handle it. I’m sorry, Admiral. She didn’t mean it like that.”
He smiled. “Of course. I understand. We really are doing our best to get her back, though, Katherine. Which is, actually, why we wanted to talk to you.”
He glanced toward Richards, who nodded and leaned toward the central table console. She tapped away, and a few moments later a fish-eye view of a packed space appeared on the far wall.
“This is surveillance footage, from a club called North Star. The quality’s not very good, but if you watch the upper left pane…”
She started the clip. Grainy people moved about, some pushing onto a dance floor pulsing with movement, and others making their way to and from tables. In the section she’d indicated, a group of young people in uniforms clustered around a table, laughing and smiling.
They all had drinks on the table in front of them, and two giant shared plates of some kind of appetizer – the recording being too grainy for further detail.
“The woman you see on the left there is Aliya Kiwani.”
I frowned at the figures, trying to make out which was Kiwani. I narrowed her down to a pale form, not quite five feet tall, with pale white skin. Humanoid, but what species, I could not tell.
“She reported her badge missing the night before the abduction. In her report, she said she thought she had lost it at North Star.”
As Richards talked, a tall, thin woman appeared in the frame. She looked to be human, although due to the terrible quality, she might have been any of a number of humanoid species, similar enough in general visage to pass as human in the circumstance.
She carried a bottle of beer in one hand, and moved past the group at the table without glancing at them. But a pale white shape – a few pixels, representing her hand, swooped in beside Kiwani.
In a moment, the shape disappeared; and in its place, where once the lieutenant’s badge had hung, remained only the blues of her uniform. The woman ambled out of the shot. Kiwani and her friends went on chatting.
“We believe this woman was working with Brady,” Richards concluded, pausing the video.
“Why?” Ria asked.
For a moment, I didn’t understand her question. Yanik’to had already told us about the badge Brady used. But, then, Meddling and Richards didn’t know about that.
“Because it was Kiwani’s badge Brady used to gain entry to this building,” Richards said, a hint of triumph in her voice at this final reveal.
If she expected us to be impressed, I wasn’t. “So who is she?”
“We don’t know,” Meddling answered. “Our boys are scouring the rest of the station surveillance footage to find other sightings of her. She’s in there somewhere. Has to be. Just a matter of time before we get her.”
Time Maggie doesn’t have, I thought. Aloud, I said, “You’ll let us know when you find anything?”
He flashed that same patient, sympathetic smile. “Of course, Katherine. Now, what was it that brought you here? Mrs. Carter said you had a theory you needed to run by me? I don’t have much time, but I can give you five minutes.”
“Oh,” I said, “right. That.”
Ria cleared her throat. “Mr. Sydney – you remember him, Admiral?”
“Of course. How could I forget?”
“Well, he utilized the known data points from the Emerald Winter’s known course, and identified a number of potential destinations.”
She pulled out the printouts, and passed them around one after the other, going on with great energy until Meddling finally got bored and rose. “This is all excellent information. I believe our analysts have done something similar, but if you could have Mr. Sydney forward his findings to our team, I’ll make sure they go over them again.
“Now, I should take my leave. Thank you again for stopping by, Mrs. Ellis-Landon, and we will keep you posted should anything come up.”
He scurried off, leaving us in Richards’ care.
I stood, thinking dismally that the entire outing had been for naught. We’d learned nothing. The footage of the mystery woman who’d pinched Kiwani’s badge – the only thing we didn’t already know – had been so blurry that we could do nothing with it.
We’d made our play with the printouts, and got nothing out of it – no tablet, no new information.
The whole thing was a bust, and we’d gotten no closer to helping Maggie. Dammit. I’d been so certain Richards would head us off, and keep us from talking to Meddling, I hadn’t planned for anything else.
I only half listened as Richards and Ria talked. The lieutenant was making empty promises about finding Maggie, and Ria pretended to be reassured by them, asking intelligent but uncomplicated questions here and there.
Richards ushered us out of the conference room and back down the hall. “As soon as your Mr. Sydney sends those potential targets through, I’ll see what ships we have in the area,” she was saying.
Ria stopped suddenly. “Oh. There was one other thing.”
A twinge of unease crossed Richards’ expression, but she answered in the same genial way, “Yes?”
Ria threw a glance up and down the hall. “Well, it’s a bit ridiculous, actually. Our cook, he had an accident this morning. Lit the whole damned galley on fire.”
“Oh no.”
“Yes. Which is a first for him, surprisingly enough. He’s not much of a cook. But anyway, we were wondering if you had some kind of directory for the station. You know, refitting crews, suppliers, that kind of thing.”
Richards made a face. “I’m sure the receptionist will have something at her desk.”
“What I’m really asking for is trusted workers. Like a whitelist of contractors you prefer to work with here.”
“I don’t really handle that sort of thing,” Richards started.
“The thing is,” I put in, “we want to make sure we work with the right people, since the admiralty’s paying for the repairs.”
She stared at me. “What?”
“Since it happened during our layover, at the admiral’s summons.”
She looked for a moment like she might argue – argue, or tell me to get stuffed. But then she smiled, a thin, tightlipped smile. “Of course. I’m sure I have something like that. Follow me.”




Chapter Seventeen

Lieutenant Richards led us into a large office, with a neat desk at one end, and a large viewscreen, coffee brewer and mini fridge at the other. She eased into a large leather chair and gestured toward a pair of seats across from her.
“Have a seat. This should only take a moment.”
I sat, but Ria took her time, glancing around the office with an appreciative expression plastered onto her face. I knew what she was really doing: scoping the place out, to locate the tablet. I had expected to see it on that orderly desk, but it hadn’t been. I hoped Ria had more success.
“Nice office,” she said, taking her own seat.
“Thanks. Ah, here we go: the list of approved contractors. The electronic version will do, I imagine?”
“That’ll be fine,” I said.
“Actually, could you print it out too?” Ria asked. “I know it’s a little twenty-first century, but I like the paper versions.”
Richards regarded her with an air of mild disdain, but then shrugged. “Sure.” She tapped a button on her keyboard. “It’ll be out with the receptionist. Now, if that’s all…”
“Actually, there’s one more thing.”
Richards sighed audibly and glanced at her wristwatch. But she maintained an even tone as she asked, “What can I do for you?”
“We heard a rumor. Maybe you can shed some light on it. But the rumor was, there’s a leak somewhere on the station.”
Richards snorted. “Rumors?”
“I know, I know. But what I’m thinking is, Brady got to Fitzwilliam’s and the captain, right? Someone had to tip him off that they were both here.”
“Are you really going to suggest this is the fault of someone on this station?”
“We’re not looking to assign fault, Lieutenant,” Ria said. “We just want to get the captain back, that’s all. And if there is a leak–”
“There isn’t. I can assure you of that.”
“Okay. But if there was, you’d want to find it too, right?”
Richards got to her feet. “If there was a leak – and there wasn’t – we would have already dealt with it.”
“Right. Of course. All I’m saying is, maybe check the comm logs of anyone who might have known those two facts.”
“Thank you for telling me how to do my job,” Richards said acidly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really do have other work. If we find anything, we’ll be in touch.”
She held open the door and closed it after us. I waited until we were halfway down the hall before asking in a low tone, “What was that all about?”
She glanced over her shoulder, back toward Richards’ office. I followed her gaze. The hall lay empty behind us.
Ria flashed a grin and pressed her palm against a portion of the wall. A beep answered, and then a section of paneling opened. “In here.”
I followed, wondering how she’d recognized the door, and, more pressingly, where the hell she’d gotten her hands on a badge. I started to ask, but she pressed a finger to her lips.
“Shh. Give it a minute.” She closed the door until only a sliver remained and pressed her face to it.
For a long moment, I warred with myself, but in the end, curiosity won over caution. “What are we doing?”
“Waiting,” she whispered. “I planted a seed and…ah.” She hissed in satisfaction, pulling back and again touching her finger to her lips.
I sidled forward, until I could just see a glimpse of the hall. Lieutenant Richards was in the hall and heading away from us, in the direction of the admiral’s office. I watched until she disappeared, and the faint sound of a door latching filtered down the hall.
“What’s going on?”
Ria held up a badge, grinning as she did so. “The receptionist seems to have misplaced this. Come on.”
I’d been perfectly willing to break laws earlier, but I’d known the plan then. “What are we doing?”
“Searching Richards’ office. The tablet’s in there somewhere. Has to be. Come on.”
She didn’t wait for further questions. She slid out of the door, checked up and down the hall, and headed back to Richards’ office. She pressed her palm with the badge against the wall. I was about to ask how she knew where to go, when I spotted the faintest impression of the admiralty seal in the metal.
The door buzzed open, and Ria slipped in. I followed, thinking she had a good eye – or else I was way too distracted for the kind of work we’d set for ourselves.
She went to Richards’ desk first, trying various drawers and rifling through the contents of each in turn. I stood in place, checking the door. “If she comes back, we’re going to be in a lot of trouble.”
“She won’t. Not right away. She’s gone to debrief the admiral.”
“How do you know?”
Ria switched from one drawer to the next. “Because I mentioned the leak. They’re trying to figure out how we knew that.” She glanced my way. “Check those cupboards. Quickly. The sooner we’re out of here, the better.”
I nodded and headed to the dark paneled cupboards by the coffee machine. I doubted she’d stash a top-secret device in a coffee cupboard. On the other hand, the illogic of such a hiding place might be its saving grace.
I’d just knelt to examine shelves of coffee pods and cups when I heard Ria say, “Aha. This has to be it.”
Forgetting the coffee cabinet, I joined her over the bottommost drawer of Lt. Richards’ desk. Instead of a standard drawer, the interior had been covered with a solid plate of metal. There was a pin pad on top, and a digital pad in the center prompted us:
Enter PIN
A standard number pad below the text glowed blue, awaiting our input.
My heart sank. Assuming even a 4-digit PIN, the code could be any of ten thousand possibilities. And Richards didn’t strike me as the 1234 or date of anniversary password type. She was way too savvy for that. So there’d be no shortcuts or common passwords we could rely on to get in.
Worse, this was a Union strongbox. Chances were good that too many wrong answers would trigger an alarm. Even if we had time to try ten thousand PINs, security forces would show up long before we got our hands on whatever the box held. “Shit. Now what?”
“Great question,” she murmured, examining the lid and the sides of the drawer. “We could probably take the whole thing – the drawer, I mean.”
Two immediate problems presented themselves to my mind: first, the receptionist would notice us carrying a desk drawer, and second, Richards would notice it missing as soon as she returned to the office.
Before I could voice either objection, though, Ria went on. “But we don’t know for sure that the tablet’s in here. This could be where she stashes classified documents or something.”
I nodded, images of us being hauled off in cuffs and charged with trafficking government secrets flashing through my head. “We should get out of here before she comes back. The tablet’s not here.”
“Give me two more minutes,” she said, still fiddling with the drawer.
I glanced toward the door, a growing sense of unease rising in my stomach. “We’ve been here long enough.”
She shut the drawer and shook her head. “We’re not going to bust it open. If the tablet’s in there, we’re out of luck.”
“Let’s just go,” I urged.
“I’m almost done,” she said, moving from the drawers. She ran her hands along the underside of the desktop, and then froze. “There’s a button here.”
“It could be an alarm.”
“I don’t think so. The panic button’s on the floor, so she can press it without her hands. I think this…”
I heard a click sound, and then one of the panels directly behind the desk moved. It happened so unexpectedly, I started. “Son of a…”
Ria glanced behind her and grinned. “Safe room. Come on.”
My protests of a moment earlier died on my lips, and I followed her eagerly. This was it. It had to be. Richards was involved in illegally tracking a citizen of the Union, using her as bait for a cabal of dangerous criminals. It followed that she would hide away evidence of her complicity, in the most secure location she had at hand.
Ria stepped into a dark chamber, vanishing from my view. A moment later, lights sprang on, and she and a room furnished with comfortable office furniture and high-tech gear emerged from the gloom.
Ria shook her head. “This place is crazy. She’s even got a bed here.”
I stepped inside too, and took a good look at my surroundings. It looked like some kind of studio apartment, except the kind you’d imagine owned by a comic book super villain: full of high-end computers and server racks at one end, and laser rifles and hand grenades at the other.
As far as actual accommodations, there was a kitchenette beside a minifridge and floor-to-ceiling cupboard, a bathroom with a sink, shower and toilet, and a bed.
“Are they planning on surviving a siege?” I asked.
“She’s the attaché to an admiral,” Ria said, heading to one of the computer desks. “I guess they’re not taking chances.”
“Anything?” I asked, glancing back toward the door. My familiar sense of unease came back. We’d been here too long. We hadn’t given Richards enough to talk about for her to stay away much longer.
“Not yet.”
I sidled toward the exit. “This is just a safe room. We should go.”
Ria seemed absorbed in the desk, though. She didn’t even glance up, and only managed to murmur, “One second.”
Shit. We’re going to get caught, I thought. I wanted to find Mags as much as anyone, but we weren’t going to do her a lick of good behind bars. That thought swelled, overshadowing the idea that there might be something here.
I had almost made up my mind to insist that we go when I heard the click of Richards’ office door lock disengaging.
“Shit,” I said again, darting for the safe room door. I slammed it shut, hoping I wasn’t too late.
Ria spun around, a question in her eyes, but I silenced her with a finger to my lips.
“It’s a safe room,” she said, her tone low but audible. “It’ll be soundproof. Has to be.”
I hoped this was knowledge and not overconfidence, but I kept my voice barely above a whisper anyway. “She must be back. We should have gone already.”
Ria threw an appraising glance around the room, and her eyes settled on one of the computers. “Here.”
She settled in front of it, tapping through a few screens. In a moment, an interior view of the office filled the screen, and the voices of Lt. Richards and Admiral Meddling filtered through a set of speakers.
She was pouring coffee, and the admiral sat in front of her desk. “I don’t think we need to worry about it,” she said.
“You said yourself, they’re onto Beaton,” he countered.
I glanced over at Ria, whispering, “How’d you know there’d be surveillance out there?”
“Has to be,” she said. “If she had to fall back to a safe room, she’d want to monitor what was happening outside.
“There’s a lock on the door, too. Manual lock, that can only be operated from inside. So even if they find the one on her desk, she can keep them out.”
I was definitely off my A-game. I hadn’t noticed any of that – not the surveillance, not the lock.
I started to ask another question, but Ria said, “Shh. Listen.”
Richards had by now carried a mug of coffee over to the admiral, and took a seat next to him rather than the one across the desk.
“They don’t have a name,” she said mildly. “All they have is a suspicion that someone might have been leaking information.”
“If we could find Beaton, someone else can.”
“I don’t think so, sir. How are they going to get their hands on duty rosters and comm logs?”
The admiral frowned in concentration, then said, “I suppose you’re right. Still, this is a problem. This whole thing is a cluster.”
She nodded but didn’t articulate a response.
“I’ve got Blake’s team on the Rankoran tape. But so far, they haven’t turned anything up.”
“We knew it was a risk from the beginning,” she said, in the same mild tones she’d used earlier.
“Yes. But now I’ve got a weeping widow on my hands.”
A stab of icy terror shot through my heart. Widow? Did they know something I didn’t?
As if in answer to my fear, Richards said, “We don’t know that she’s a widow yet, sir.”
“For Landon’s sake, I hope the wife’s a widow. Without the tracker in the picture, she’s gone. And better dead than Templeton getting his hands on her.”
“I’m sure they’ll realize they’ve been had,” Richards said, sounding more placating than sincere.
“Maybe. But he won’t risk it. He’ll work her over like she really does know something, on the off chance she does. Whether he believes it or not. And God help Landon then.”
“If she’s smart, she’ll make something up,” Richards said. “Tell him what he wants to hear and get it over with.”
I found myself clutching the desktop, my head reeling. I had no idea who this Templeton might be. I’d never heard the name before. But the implications were clear enough – clear, and horrifying.
“What in God’s name did they get her into?” I whispered hoarsely.
At the same time, Meddling said, “It’s a bad business.”
Richards repeated, “We knew there’d be risks. But at least we caught Beaton.”
A sulky note came into Meddling’s tone. “Like hell we did. That damned Avery bungled that too. We could have extracted information from him, if they took him alive.”
“But he won’t be sending information out,” Richards persisted.
“No. But Templeton will get someone else on the station, if he doesn’t already have a backup in place.”
Richards took a sip of her coffee, then said, “Forgive me if I’m speaking out of turn, sir. But a very wise man once told me, ‘It’s a marathon, not a sprint.’”
Meddling met her gaze at that, and the frown evaporated. He actually laughed. “A very wise man, eh? Well, he’s not feeling so wise right now.”
“Nonetheless, he is,” she said. “Admiral, we knew we might lose the tracker. We knew Landon might wind up a casualty. We knew Templeton might not even take the bait. But he did, and, yes, we didn’t get our hands on Beaton. But we plugged the leak at least.
“There’s always risk in this kind of thing. Especially when we have to rely on the Justice Department. If it was a military op – well…”
He nodded. “It would have gone a lot different if we could have managed the whole thing.”
“You know it would have. But even so, we did alright. We checked off one of the objectives. And that’s the nature of our business, sir: you win some, and you lose some.”




Chapter Eighteen

I don’t consider myself a particularly violent person. I’d learned to defend myself, and I’d come to terms with the idea that that might include spilling blood on occasion. A necessity, really, for any privateer.
But I’d never considered coldblooded murder. I’d never seriously thought of ending someone’s life when I wasn’t in immediate peril.
At hearing them describe handing Maggie over to a torturer and killer as win some, lose some, that changed. Before Ria knew what I was doing, I’d exited the safe room.
Meddling and Richards stared in wonder as I burst out of the wall. I didn’t give them time to recover from the shock. I launched myself over the desk, seizing Richards by the throat.
She’d been the one to so cavalierly write off Maggie’s fate. She was the one I wanted to kill in that moment.
“Win some, lose some, eh?” I snarled as we careened off the seat. Her coffee mug went up, and hot coffee flew out of it. She landed heavily, and I came down hard on top of her, my fingers uncurling from around her neck at the impact. I switched to fists instead.
I heard Meddling shouting behind me, and Ria too. I ignored them, landing two solid blows before Richards managed to muster a defense. I was battering her arms when I felt someone clutch at my waist.
A big hand: Meddling’s.
I shifted my fury the admiral’s way, first with a wicked upward elbow while I pivoted and rotated, and then a series of swift, hard punches.
“Lose this, you son of a bitch.”
He staggered backward, and, moaning, Richards got to her feet. I could hear her approaching, so I spun and socked her hard in the jaw. She sprawled backward, landing in a puddle of coffee.
I lunged for the admiral, fists swinging for his bleeding face; and only Ria’s restraining arm stopped me from inflicting more damage.
“Stop it, Katherine,” she commanded. “Dammit, stand down.”
I pulled to be free, but my rage dissipated as quickly as it came up, replaced with fear and hurt. “You set Maggie up,” I charged. “You set her up to die.”
Meddling was retreating, putting as much distance between himself and me as the office allowed.
I could feel the hot sting of tears burning my eyes and cheeks. “You son of a bitch, you used her as bait.”
He touched a hand to his forehead and winced as his fingers came away covered in blood. He met my gaze, with a fury fit to match my own of a moment earlier. “You hit me.”
“I’m going to do worse than hit you,” I threatened.
“You’re going to jail for a very long time,” Richards’ muffled voice declared.
I twisted in Ria’s grasp so I could glare at her. Her nose was twisted from a bad break, and blood poured from a busted lip.
“You set Maggie up,” I said again, this time to her.
“I’m calling security,” Meddling said. “You two are under arrest.”
Ria released me, and I stumbled forward. She took a step toward Meddling, who held his ground this time. “Respectfully, sir, you call anyone, and you’re a dead man.”
He blinked at that. “Just who the hell do you think you are?”
“I’m the person who is going to give you a better chance than you gave our captain.”
“Now look here,” he said, his tone rising, “you’re trespassing. You’re party to assault. You –”
“Committed fewer crimes than you, and with better reason,” she said.
“You’re forgetting one thing,” Meddling said, a cold, self-contained edge coming into his voice. “Even if I allow you to walk out of this room; even if we don’t have to neutralize you in a tragic but legally justified case of self-defense from a pair of distraught, homicidal privateers; you don’t have an iota of evidence. You’ve got your word, and that’s it.”
He gestured first to his battered face, and then Richards’. “I’ve got a ton of physical evidence. And I’m an admiral. You’re a second-rate junior officer on a second-rate pirate ship. Who the hell do you think people are going to believe?”
Ria held his gaze for a moment, then smiled. “Probably the one with surveillance footage of an admiral admitting to his plan to frame and possibly murder us.”
She let her words sink in. His jaw tightened, but he held her gaze, thinking through the possibilities, wondering if she was bluffing. “That safe room – there’s some pretty impressive tech in there. The surveillance feature was a good touch. And naturally, you need to be able to patch people into it, right? What’s the point of knowing what’s happening in your outer office if you can’t share it with whoever else needs to know?”
His skin turned a gray color. Richards emitted a kind of gurgling sound behind us.
“Whoever you sent that footage to,” he said in a moment, “I’m still an admiral.”
“For now.”
He ignored the jibe. “I can still have you both arrested.”
“Yes, you can. And this whole thing can become a long, protracted, very public battle. A battle you’ll lose, by the way. Or we stop threatening each other and come to terms.”
“Terms?” Richards asked. “That bitch broke my nose.”
“I was going for your neck,” I shot back.
Meddling shot his subordinate a warning look. “What kind of terms?”
“Simple ones. You want this Templeton character, right? And from the sounds of it, he’s the one whose got his hands on our captain.”
“Without commenting on any person or persons…how does that help us reach an accord?”
“You tell us where to find Maggie. If you’re right, and this Templeton has her, we take care of him too. If you’re wrong, we at least get the captain.”
“That won’t work.” He held up a hand to stave off her response. “Not because of hesitance on my part – although there’s plenty of that – but because we don’t know where she is.”
“You’re tracking her,” Ria said.
“We were tracking her, all the way to Rankoran Station. At that point, the tracker stopped moving. Turns out, they ditched her jacket.”
“The jacket with the tracker on it,” Ria said.
“Exactly. We assume they transferred her from the Emerald Winter to another ship. But we don’t know which ship.”
“But you know where Templeton lives.”
“Yes. But we can’t enter the premises without a warrant.”
“You can’t,” I said. “We’re not you.”
Richards laughed, but the sound choked out in a grunt of pain. “You? What the hell do you think you’re going to do that the admiralty and the Justice Department can’t?”
“For starters, we don’t need a search warrant,” Ria answered.
“You’re talking about breaking the law,” Meddling declared in a supercilious tone.
I stared at him. “Because you’re above that?”
“I will not condone the vigilante actions of civilians,” he said.
“Good,” Ria said. “Because we’d never suggest that. We’re talking about paying a civilized call on someone who may have information about our captain. That’s all.”
He snorted, and Richards said, “He’ll kill you too.”
“Then we won’t be a problem for you anymore, will we?” I shot back. And for the first time, I saw a flicker of something like genuine consideration cross Meddling’s face.
“I cannot condone illegal actions,” he warned again.
“We’re not asking you to. Just tell us what you know about Templeton. We will be on our way, and you can wash your hands of the whole business. You did what you could.”
“And what will you do?”
“I told you: have a chat. Just a friendly conversation. See if we can come to an arrangement of our own.”
“Because you’re such a skilled negotiator,” Meddling sneered.
“Exactly: look at how well we’re doing together.”
He considered for a long moment. “If – if – I was to tell you anything, it would be off the record.”
“Of course.”
“And you’d need to give me your word you intended nothing more than a conversation. I couldn’t have it on my conscience if you did something foolish.”
“Of course,” I said again.
“Admiral,” Richards said, “you can’t be thinking of trusting these people? Not after they attacked us. They’re unhinged.”
Meddling shrugged. “I don’t know about that. In the heat of the moment – well, mistakes were made. But that doesn’t mean a more measured approach isn’t possible.”
“Sir –”
“Anyway,” he added with a grim smile, “as they so aptly pointed out: should they engage in any foolish behavior, they might very well take themselves out of the picture entirely. Which, I have full confidence, will stay their hand from any imprudent course of action.”
Lieutenant Richards thought we were going to get ourselves killed. She made that obvious during the conversation that ensued. Admiral Meddling’s take was slightly more nuanced.
He thought we’d most likely get ourselves killed, but we might just take out Templeton., which he would count as a win. A point he also made clear, all the while warning us that, should we commit any crimes during our pursuit of Maggie, we would be liable for full prosecution.
He wanted maximum deniability. But he also wanted us to remove a threat that had outfoxed the law.
Which was fine by me. Whatever it took to get the information we needed.
Aldridge Templeton was the money man behind Frontier’s Edge and a dozen other front businesses and criminal enterprises. He had more blood on his hands than an Esselian wolf. He was also a sitting senator, who had managed to outwit the Justice Department at every turn.
Meddling showed us the data they’d collected on Templeton. The dead bodies piled up like confetti around the man, but he somehow always managed to retain his deniability. When people agreed to testify against him, they either changed their minds or they died.
Tragic housefires, accidental falls, remorseful suicides, mysterious poisonings, and vehicular malfunctions stacked up around him over the years. Either he was unluckier than a swarm of black cats and broken mirrors on a Friday the 13th, or he was a damned effective master criminal.
With the budget to payroll his criminal activity. Meddling showed us financial statements from various Union banks, and then a slew of documents from financial institutions outside the Union.
“Don’t ask how we acquired these,” he cautioned. “They’d never hold up in court, and it almost cost a man’s life getting our hands on them.”
I didn’t know if they were worth a man’s life, but they certainly painted an interesting story. According to his financial documents – his tax statements and Union bank records – Aldridge Templeton was a moderately wealthy man with a variety of legitimate business interests and investments.
According to these new documents, a client known as A.T. could have bought multiple Union worlds without significantly diminishing his holdings. What he paid in bank fees could have financed some Union worlds. But it would be money well spent, if he wanted to avoid troublesome questions.
Questions like, where did the money come from, and where did it go. Plus, funneling the profits from illegal ventures into external accounts meant evading taxes, in a quasi-legal fashion.
“This doesn’t prove Templeton is a criminal,” Ria said after going through the financial documents. “Lots of people have accounts outside the Union. If he’s earning the money out there through ventures based outside Union territory, legally, it’s untaxed income.”
“No. But all the dead bodies he’s amassed over the years paint an interesting picture, don’t you think?” Richards asked, contemptuously.
“My point is, none of it is proof conclusive.”
“Obviously. Or else he’d already be in prison. Our point is, it’s too many dead bodies, and too many secret accounts to be a coincidence.”
“And there’s more,” Meddling said, bringing up a third set of files. “Templeton owns several properties in the Union. They’re under constant surveillance.”
“Let me guess: you haven’t turned up anything.”
“Correct. But he also owns several properties outside the Union. This one in particular you might find interesting.”
“Why’s that?” I asked as he projected the image of a stately manor onto the viewscreen.
“Because it’s a fortress.”
I stared at the house and grounds as Meddling cycled through images.
It looked like something out of an old-world romance: a sprawling mansion that looked to be some kind of cross between Baroque and Palladian styles, though with a greater emphasis on the decorative Baroque elements than the symmetry of the Palladian style. The grounds included a massive deer park and several formal gardens: a Dutch garden with a series of canals surrounding a pool and marble fountain, itself contained within a natural fence of hedge shrubs and trees; a pair of rose gardens; and a mixed flower garden. There were ponds, a massive orangery, an indoor zoo, and a series of buildings for guests and staff, all in a similar style as the home – and all discreetly tucked into woods or behind hills, out of view of the residence.
I half expected to see the cast of characters from a Jane Austen or Georgette Heyer novel strolling across the green. But the occupant of The Manor, as Templeton dubbed it, was no Mr. Darcy.
“We have blueprints of the place. They’re ten years old, so probably out of date – he’s continued to work on the place since,” Meddling said. “But there’s a security system that runs the perimeter. Laser turrets, battle bots, you name it.
“And here…” He brought up a blueprint of a below-ground structure. “This is the basement. Pay particular attention to these areas.” He waved a laser pointer over two large blocks. “Those are the dungeons and interrogation rooms.”
I felt a cold sweat on my brow. Dungeons. Interrogation rooms.
“That can’t be legal,” Ria said. “I mean, I know it’s outside the Union, but he’s still a Union citizen. He’s still bound by Union law.”
“You’re right,” Meddling confirmed. “But we acquired this information through sources that wouldn’t hold up in court. Hell, we can’t even release it to the press. Anyone who published it would be sued into oblivion for libel.”
“That’s where they’re taking Maggie,” I said quietly.
“If I had to guess? Yes. He knows we’re surveilling his Union residences. He could possibly smuggle her in undetected, but why take the risk when he’s got The Manor?”




Chapter Nineteen

We got the blueprints and data from Meddling – all scrubbed of any links to the admiralty, of course.
We got the story, too. The admiral had let it get out that Maggie had discovered damning information about Templeton during the New Tombstone business. She was to be the key witness in his prosecution, alongside Cassandra Fitzwilliam.
He’d made a show of quiet confidence to his peers in the Justice Department, saying as little as possible but dropping allusions to Maggie’s arrival when pressed. There was, it turned out, a good deal of bad blood between Meddling and the JD boys.
He thought, as the crimes occurred largely in space, they fell under his jurisdiction. The Justice Department argued that the nature of the crimes made them their business. Ostensibly, they’d worked out a kind of truce, whereby they cooperated with each other, sharing data and duties.
But Meddling’s people had picked up on a pattern: no sooner than had information made it to the Justice Department, did Templeton’s people somehow seemed to know about it.
The business with Maggie was twofold – in part, to suss out the traitor on Andor Station, and in part, to manufacture a legally sanctioned reason to go after Templeton.
The first part had been a success. They’d caught one of the JD’s agents, a Fredrick Beaton, transmitting encrypted messages to an untraceable source somewhere outside Union space. He’d killed himself before he could be arrested.
The second part had turned into our waking nightmare. Meddling figured his confidence would pull Templeton’s people in, and his vagueness would pique Templeton’s curiosity. He’d need to know what Maggie knew, and how many other people knew it too.
The tracker would give Meddling a legitimate reason to show up at Templeton’s doorstep, if that was indeed where Maggie wound up. The problem was, Maggie’s suit jacket – tracking bug and all – had been dumped at Rankoran Station, and the link thereby severed.
Meddling had no cause to come near Templeton, and we had no way to know for certain where Maggie would wind up.
It was a disaster, from my perspective. But for all his half-hearted apologies, Meddling seemed fairly content with the outcome. Easy to be happy with it, from his perspective. Maggie was disposable to him – her, and all of us.
If we showed up at The Manor, blasted our way through and rescued Maggie, well, that’d be Templeton dealt with; and if we showed up and got blasted out of the sky, well, that’d be us dealt with.
Either way, Meddling won.
But I could do nothing about him, not without jeopardizing my chance to save Maggie. So I took the data and took my leave.
We walked in silence through the admiralty facility, half expecting to be jumped by security officers at every turn. But no one came for us – not inside the building, and not outside either.
“What are we going to do?” Ria asked when we’d put some distance between us and the admiralty wing.
“We’re going to The Manor.”
“They’re going to have security. More than Meddling probably knows.”
“I know.”
“Kay, what I’m saying is, we may not be able to do it.”
“We’ll find a way. We have to.”
“I want to get her back as much as you. But realistically–”
“Realistically, Meddling handed her over to a son of a bitch who is going to torture her trying to get information she doesn’t have. We will find a way, Ria.”
She said nothing for a space. Finally, she offered a simple, “Okay.”
I knew what she was getting at. A guy with Templeton’s money could buy topline – well, everything. Electronic and physical security. Guns. Guys with guns. Robots with guns. Computers to operate his guns.
And a guy with Templeton’s secrets, a guy who would facilitate the kidnappings and murders he’d ordered, would do it. He’d spare no expense to build his fortress. Just what Meddling knew – the bulletproof glass, the bunker-thick walls, the automated defense systems – meant a challenge like nothing we’d ever faced.
There’d be stuff we didn’t know about, too. Technology advances moved quickly. Whatever had been current when he’d built The Manor, it would be out of date today. Templeton would have upgraded, accessorized and added on since then.
But none of that changed the simple fact that Maggie needed us. We were her last – her only – hope. So come hell or high water, we were going to figure out how to crack Templeton’s defenses.
“We’ll get started right away,” I said as we reached the ship. “I’ll put in for clearance to depart.”
“You think the commander will allow that?” Ria asked.
“He’ll probably check with Meddling first. He’ll definitely wonder what the hell’s up. But I think he’ll let us go, yes.”
Sydney was waiting for us when we entered the ship. “Katherine, you seem to be bleeding.”
“What?”
“There is blood on your forehead and knuckles.”
“Long story. Listen, we need to get the crew together. We’ve got news. Bad news.”
“The crew is assembled. But we have company,” he cautioned.
“Company?”
“Commander Yanik’to is awaiting your return.”
Shit, I thought. Did Meddling change his mind, and rat me out to security? “Why?”
“He has information about Mr. Brady.”
My mind rewound time, to what seemed eons ago. Yanik’to’s query had wrapped up. He’d said we’d compare notes. He wasn’t here to arrest me, then. “Right. Okay, let’s talk to him.”
The commander once again waited on the bridge for us. He stared at my battered face. “Did you come to violence, Katherine?”
“No, not all. I…uh…walked into a door.”
“Face and knuckles first?” Even through the translation device, his tone sounded thick with skepticism.
“Something like that. But Syd said you had information about Jefferson Brady?”
“Yes. As you know, his real name is Duncan Jefferson.”
I didn’t know, because I hadn’t had a chance to review the data yet. But I nodded anyway.
“He was one of a set of identical twins. The other twin was born David Jefferson. At first, I didn’t find anything on him past seventeen. I assumed he’d followed the brother’s path, into some kind of underworld activity. False name, false identity: that kind of thing.
“But you remember that we started with men, but ran the query for women too?”
I confirmed that I did.
“Well, one of my results came back with a near match, for a Dana Ward. Striking familial similarity to Jefferson. I thought maybe we were looking at a relative – a sister or cousin or something. I dug into her a bit.
“Turns out, Ward is a married name. Her prior name was Jefferson. She had a different given name too at the time. But Dana transitioned at 17, took a new name, and requested a new Union ID as well. She wanted a clean break with the identity she’d been assigned.”
“Identical twins,” I mused. “But the brother took on a false identity, and the sister assumed her authentic one. And I thought my brother and I were different.”
“They’re more different than you know,” Yanik’to went on. “He’s been in trouble most of his life. The juvenile record is sealed without a warrant, which I could get, but it’ll take time. Still, I can see the dates of the cases against him. They started when he was 11.
“Meanwhile, while he was in court, she was taking high school classes. She’s a prodigy: graduated at twelve, graduated college by fifteen, got her doctorate by eighteen.”
I thought of the man who had kidnapped Maggie and murdered Cassandra. He’d been clever, to pull that off. Had he been a prodigy too, but one who had set his peculiar talents toward evil?
Yanik’to had moved on to the sister’s biography. She’d worked as a researcher, a lecturer, and development team lead. Her specialty was biological computer interfaces, and she’d developed several breakthrough bio-devices for amputees.
“She’s never had so much as a speeding ticket,” he said. “Votes in every election, pays her taxes on time, donates heavily to local causes, volunteers for the Boys & Girls club. As far as I can tell, she’s a model citizen.”
“You think she knows anything about her brother, or who he works for?”
“I don’t know. But I don’t think it would hurt to reach out to her. They’ve been living very different lives for the last twenty, twenty-five years. But they’re still relatives. Twins, at that. Maybe they kept up contact.”
I thanked Yanik’to and told him I’d spoken with the admiral. “They’ve hit a dead end. The tracker – they found it and Maggie’s jacket at Rankoran Station.”
“Admiral Meddling told you that?” he asked, surprise registering in his tone.
“Not at first. But, yes.”
“I see. And…did he too ‘walk into a door’?”
“As a matter of fact, he did. Him and Lieutenant Richards. I think the news discombobulated us all.”
“Clearly,” he said.
“Anyway, I think we’re going to head out, and see if we can find anything.”
“And Admiral Meddling is unopposed to your leaving?”
He was asking, of course, if the admiral would be pressing charges. I smiled. “Contact him yourself, if you like. I think he’ll be happy to see the last of us.”
“No doubt,” he answered, in the same dry tone. “Very well. Put through your departure request, and I’ll approve it. And – good luck to you, Katherine. I hope you find Magdalene.”
I filled the crew in as soon as Yanik’to departed, and we all agreed that it would be best to leave the station at once. We had the coordinates for The Manor, compliments of Admiral Meddling.
We didn’t have anything like a plan, but even at top speeds it would take weeks to reach The Manor. We could figure something out en route.
We left almost at once – waiting only long enough for Frank to pop into one of the station’s shops and procure a microwave and crockpot. It wouldn’t make for exciting dining options, but at least there would be dining options.
Yanik’to cleared us for departure and wished us luck.
And then we were off, heading into the unknown, to take on a monster we’d only just heard of that morning, to face perils we could only guess at.
To rescue Maggie, come hell or high water.




Chapter Twenty

We had our work cut out for us. We knew that. But the more we looked at the situation, it seemed the more work we had.
We needed to get our hands on any updated security details for The Manor. Templeton was a rich, powerful, paranoid killer. There was no way he’d work with the same contractors for everything. Wherever Meddling had got his information, it was pretty much guaranteed that that was only part of the story.
We needed to figure out a way around the systems we knew about, and the systems we didn’t.
We needed a way to approach The Manor without being detected. It was on a privately owned planet, one of Templeton’s many holdings. Figuring out a way around the security systems wouldn’t do us any good if we couldn’t reach them.
And we needed to work out a plan we could all agree on. Which, the deeper we delved into the details, seemed less and less likely.
Corano wanted to check out Rankoran Station before we headed toward The Manor. The station was on Sydney’s list of destinations. It was also a day’s travel out of the way for anyone heading to The Manor from Andor.
So Corano wanted to investigate. “It’s possible that this was their final destination, that they have an operative on the station itself who handles interrogations like these for Templeton.”
But I didn’t think so. I’d pulled the log details for the Emerald Winter, per Andor Station’s conscientious command center. The Winter was a small transport vessel. A natural choice for short term deliveries and stealth missions.
Not a great choice for weeks of travel, much less with a dangerous prisoner onboard.
My money was on a transfer: Brady’s crew, the woman we’d seen in the grainy footage and whoever else worked with them, had handed Maggie over to someone else. Then the Winter and her crew had zipped off to lay low, maybe to switch ID codes and identities all over again.
And whoever had taken Maggie had probably flown off under cover of a perfectly legitimate operation – rather than a cloaked ship with a BOLO out on it. If Meddling had ever issued that BOLO, anyway.
Syd seconded my suggestion, saying he too would suggest searching the station – for clues rather than with the expectation of finding Maggie – were time not of the essence. “And Admiral Meddling – whatever his failings – wants to put an end to Templeton. I suspect he and the Justice Department had men scouring Rankoran Station the instant they realized their tracker had been dumped.”
He proposed we pulled the station logs to review ships that were docked at any point between the tracker’s – and Maggie’s – arrival, and later discovery. That would be our list of potential accomplices.
Dave suggested mercenaries – or assassins. I wasn’t entirely sure which. “Surely one of you lot has to have connections to someone unsavory – unsavory, well-armed, and willing to kill for credits.”
No one did, and what was more, no one but Syd probably could have afforded the services of anyone competent enough to be trusted with Maggie’s life.
“Well hell,” was all he’d said in reply.
It was Jylya who gave us our first breakthrough. She had joined our crew at the onset of the last great war, and though I thought of her these days as another of the team, the fact remained that she was a princess.
Her elder sister Kaldrina was Hierarch of Korinth, one of the newest Union member states – and the Korinth of the Korinth-Denari conflict that had been at the root of the last war. One of the outcomes of the cessation of hostilities was that Korinth science ministry acquired an abundance of Denari shielding technology.
“They’ve spent the intervening months adapting the tech to wider use. Now – and this is strictly classified. Kaldrina will kill me if it leaks – they’ve developed a prototype that can be adapted to just about any ship, runs at higher efficiencies, and consumes less energy than any existing model.
“I think I can convince her to loan it to us. Although I may need to embellish our situation a little. So she doesn’t know we have the option of not needing it.”
“Embellish away,” I urged. Cutting edge stealth technology would certainly make a difference to our odds of getting close to the planet.
I never did find out what she ended up telling Kaldrina. But Jylya spent an hour in conversation with her sister, and at the end of the call, we had not only a stealth unit waiting for us, but Korinthian science ministry attachés deployed to install it.
“I may have oversold our predicament,” Jylya admitted. “I had a hard time talking her down from invading Templeton’s planet. Only the thought of another war stayed her hand.”
I was almost sorry she’d done it. On the one hand, it was the only prudent course of action. If Korinth sent a fleet to the private holdings of a Union senator for an extrajudicial seizure of his property, the planet would be deemed a rogue state, and the Hierarch would probably wind up forcibly deposed and put up on charges.
That would do none of us any good.
So we’d take the cloak and do with it what we could. We set our course to Station Zeldar – a trading post station about half a day’s journey off our route. Kaldrina’s techs would be waiting for us there, she told Jylya.
It would take about two and a half weeks to reach the station, which gave us lots of time – time with not much to do, except think.
Even with a shielding device, our way remained far from clear. I tried to study the blueprints Meddling provided, but my thoughts kept returning to the ship – whatever ship it was that had captured Maggie.
Had we guessed correctly? Were they a day or two behind us, or had they taken some other route? Would they wait for their interrogations until they reached The Manor, or would they start en route?
In those first days, when these thoughts weighed too heavily on my mind, I set myself the task of repairing what I could of the ship. We’d scheduled workmen on Station Zeldar to gut the galley while Kaldrina’s techs installed the shielding device.
But we needed to replace all the busted wiring in the meantime, so it would be ready for them. Which provided the distraction I needed.
I worked furiously, for ten or twelve hours at a go, pulling out melted cabling, replacing wires, and testing every junction, every point along the way. I crawled through ducts and behind panels, in ceilings and under floors.
The work was sweaty, arduous and dirty. But it kept me grounded. It kept me sane. 
Our second break came in the form of Dana Ward. I’d tracked down her contact information and sent an initial query the day we departed Station Andor. I kept my message vague, figuring a hey, your brother kidnapped my wife, and she killed him probably wouldn’t be the greatest opening line.
Still, I heard nothing at all at first. I assumed she didn’t want to talk about Duncan. Maybe they hadn’t had contact in years. Why would she answer questions from a stranger about an estranged brother?
I started to wonder if I should have included more detail in my message. Maybe I’d been too vague. Should I have mentioned Maggie’s kidnapping, and pleaded with her to help find him? I didn’t know. I didn’t even know for certain if Dana could be trusted.
Sure, she looked like a paragon, but was it really possible for twins to turn out so absolutely opposite – one, an upstanding citizen, and the other, an elite criminal?
But three days after we’d set out, my comm unit bleeped with an incoming video message. I was in one of the narrower conduits: a tight, stuffy space that had recently been the home of some kind of rodent, based on the droppings I’d had to crawl through.
I hesitated, but only for a second. It didn’t really matter how I looked. The call might have news of Maggie.
I accepted, and a flat project of a pretty, plump woman appeared on the conduit paneling. I stared at her uncomprehendingly. She was familiar, but I couldn’t understand how. “Hello?”
She frowned – not a frown of annoyance, but of concern. “Katherine Ellis-Landon?”
“That’s right. Who are you?”
“I’m Dana Ward. Are you – okay?”
Dana Ward, I thought. Jefferson’s sister. Suddenly, I understood the sense of familiarity. She looked like her brother, with the same dark hair and good features – but gentler, somehow. Duncan’s eyes had a steely edge Dana’s didn’t, his jaw a cruel set hers didn’t.
I started to stammer out that I was fine, just working.
She nodded. “Oh, if this isn’t a good time –”
“No,” I interrupted. “It is. Please, I need to talk to you.”
“About Duncan?” she asked, her tone quiet.
“Yes.”
“He’s dead. I’m sorry – whatever he did, whatever he promised, it’s over now.”
“My wife is missing,” I blurted out. “Duncan kidnapped her. Please, I need to find her.”
First, she blinked. Then she stared. Finally, she said, “Duncan – what?”
“He kidnapped my wife.”
“But, that doesn’t make sense. Duncan wasn’t – well, a good man. But he wasn’t – he didn’t…” She shook her head. “No. Look, whatever my brother was or wasn’t, he did things for money. He wasn’t a-a sex criminal. You must have the wrong person.”
“No, I didn’t mean that. He was working for someone. Someone who thought my wife had information on him. He kidnapped her on orders.”
Dana’s face fell. “Oh. Oh, I’m sorry.”
I stared at her papery projection on the wall. Sorry. Was that really all she had?
“I guess, since you’re contacting me, you must think, or hope, I know something. I’m sorry. I don’t. Duncan and I didn’t talk much. He – he’d chosen his own path. I don’t know who he worked for, or what he did.”
“I do,” I said. “He was working for Aldridge Templeton.”
Another flash of disbelief crossed her face. “The senator?”
“He’s more than a senator, Dr. Ward. He manages quite a few criminal enterprises, including the one your brother worked for. He sent Duncan after my wife.”
“Is that – is that when he died?”
I nodded. “Yes. They were fleeing Station Andor.” I decided to leave out the bit about Maggie being the likely killer, for now anyway. If she had information, I didn’t want her to withhold it out of anger or spite.
“Oh Duncan,” she murmured, her tone half resignation and half grief.
“If there’s anything you can tell me about Duncan,” I urged, “anything that can help me track down his associates, you might save Maggie’s life.”
“Maggie? That’s your wife’s name?”
“That’s right.”
“I’m sorry,” she said again. “For you, and Maggie. I wish there was something I could do to help, but I don’t know anything about Aldridge Templeton. Nothing more than I’ve heard on the news, anyway.”
“Anything you can tell me about Duncan might help,” I said. “His friends, his associates, any of the people he’d work jobs with – anything at all.”
She rubbed a forefinger against her temple. “I spoke with a special agent the other day. He told me Duncan was dead, but he wouldn’t tell me how or why. But he was asking me the same questions, and I told him the same thing: we didn’t talk much, and when we did, we made small talk.
“I know it sounds ridiculous, but – he wasn’t the brother I knew. I loved him, don’t get me wrong. He was still my brother. But he’d become someone I didn’t know. He’d gotten…cold. Mercenary.”
Her eyes took on a sad, distant expression, like she’d slipped into some unhappy memory. She roused herself with a shake. “I can send you a list of the names I do know, but they’re not many, and they’re old. These last few years, after his last stint in prison, he stopped talking about his work and friends altogether.”
“I understand. But anything you can send, anything at all – I’ll take it.”
“Of course. And Katherine?”
“Yes?”
“I really am so sorry about your wife. I hope you find her.”
It felt weird to thank the sister of Maggie’s kidnapper, so I said, “Me too.”
A moment of silence settled between us. Then she asked, “Do you – did they tell you how Duncan…how he died?”
“They don’t know for sure. His crew dumped him overboard, and the admiralty found him afterwards.”
Her brow furrowed in pain, and she said again, “Oh Duncan. Was he – alive when they dumped him?”
“No. No, he died of a stab wound.” I warred with myself for half a moment, trying to decide just how much to tell her. In the end, I settled on the truth. “The fact is – well, they think it might have been Maggie. Trying to escape.”
Dana stared at me. “Your Maggie?”
I nodded and said nothing.
She sat processing this information for a moment, and then asked in a shaky voice, “And did she? Escape, I mean?”
“No, we don’t think so.”
“I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I wish – I wish at least she’d gotten away. I’d feel like, well, maybe he hadn’t died for nothing then.”
I didn’t quite follow her reasoning, but I didn’t argue.
She shook her head in a moment. “Well, I – I should go. I’ll get you those names, Katherine. And I know it doesn’t mean much. But I am so, so sorry for what Duncan did.”




Chapter Twenty-One

Dana sent the list of names, and three of them were immediate nonstarters: one had died three years earlier, and two were serving lengthy prison terms for armed robbery.
The fourth name belonged to one Malerie Wilkes, a conwoman with a rap sheet a lightyear long. She’d spent most of her juvenile years in and out of prison, although the details of her cases were sealed. Adulthood hadn’t treated her much better.
She’d been arrested for shoplifting fifteen times, jumping bail and disappearing off world all but one time – when she’d served six months for making off with a handful of shirts.
The nature of her crimes escalated after that. She moved from groceries and clothes to cars and jewelry, from theft to armed robbery. She’d killed a bank manager on Repkir Prime, and put a bullet through a mother’s head in front of her children during a getaway in Esselian space.
There’d been planetwide BOLOs put out for her on a dozen worlds, some of which were still in effect.
And then five years ago, she seemed to vanish. No one had seen her since.
Except, that wasn’t true. I’d seen her, in a surveillance video from the North Star club on Station Andor. She was the tall woman who had swiped Aliya Kiwani’s badge. I was sure of it.
The recognition spawned a cascade of ideas and realizations.
Duncan Jefferson, aka Jefferson Brady, had been on Templeton’s payroll. Since Malerie Wilkes was working with him, it followed that she’d joined Templeton’s team too.
Probably five years ago, right before she went off the radar completely.
Jefferson was dead. His access to Templeton’s systems would be gone by now – probably, it had been wiped the instant Wilkes reported his death. The senator didn’t get to where he was without being careful; and he’d employ people just as cautious and paranoid as him.
Wilkes hadn’t died, though. She was still out there, somewhere. Probably in the Emerald Winter, or whatever she was flying as now. So her access to Templeton’s systems would be intact.
And thus my greatest – or worst – idea came to be.
Malerie Wilks had been arrested multiple times throughout her career, as a juvenile and an adult. Her fingerprints were in the system: flat prints, 3D prints, crime scene prints, station prints, scans of prints, and so on.
Maybe, I thought, just maybe there’d be enough prints to construct a life-sized, three-dimensional model. The kind of print I could use on a bio scanner to get into Templeton’s systems.
I approached Syd with the idea first, just in case I’d gone completely off my rocker. He heard me out, and then said, “It may be possible to reconstruct a serviceable print, but that will be contingent on several factors.
“First, the quality of the prints. If they’re insufficient, the biometric sensor will reject it.
“Second: access to the prints. Even if they’re perfect quality, they will do us no good unless we find a way to access them.
“Third, access to a fabricator that can produce a perfect duplicate of Malerie Wilkes’s fingerprint in material thin and flexible enough to mirror human skin.
“And finally: an assumption that Ms. Wilkes ranks sufficiently high enough among Senator Templeton’s crew to have access to The Manor.”
“But it could work,” I persisted.
“Yes, it could. However, I strongly suggest we have an alternative plan in case it does not.”
Not exactly a resounding endorsement, but I decided to be content with it. “Okay. Then I’m going to check with the tech shops on Zeldar and see if they have any kind of fabricator that would work.”
“May I make a suggestion?”
“Of course.”
“Check with medical suppliers. If you can find a fabricator that can duplicate skin texture on second skin patches, or better yet wound concealment replicators, those might just work. Provided you can acquire the prints.”
In this, Dr. Fredricks proved invaluable. First, he was a doctor, and I was not; medical suppliers would speak to him, where they would not a ship’s engineer. But even more crucial, he understood the nuances and technical specifications of the devices available.
He located a supplier on Station Zeldar who could have the device waiting for our arrival, albeit it for a staggering fee. I forked over the credits but had to dip into our savings to do it. Maggie was going to be furious.
But at least she’d be free to get furious.
That just left acquiring the prints. For that, I decided to appeal to Admiral Meddling. He wanted Templeton gone as much as anyone, and he had the authority to get me what I needed. So I contacted his office.
Lieutenant Richards answered, and after I stated that I needed their help, but before I could get into details, she remained on the line only long enough to laugh heartily. My next call went unanswered, as did the half a dozen that followed it.
Finally, I tried the receptionist. She greeted me with a professional helpfulness, and, hearing that I needed to speak to the admiral, declared, “Let me just check to see if he’s available.”
She came back on the line five minutes later. “I’m very sorry, but he’s unavailable at the moment, and for the foreseeable future. However, if you’d like to leave a message, I’ll be sure to pass it along.”
I didn’t leave a message. No point in that. Instead, I tried Commander Yanik’to.
The station commander didn’t exude enthusiasm when he came on the line, but at least he didn’t hang up, either. I explained what I needed, and he grumbled. “And why exactly should I send them to you?”
“Would you believe me if I told you we had reason to believe she’d cased the Black Flag, and wanted to compare them to some prints we found here?”
“No, I wouldn’t. I would ask why you don’t bring the ship to the nearest Union station, and have the local security force dust for prints.”
“Come on, Yanik’to. She was in league with Jefferson.”
“That doesn’t mean I can ignore the law,” he said sternly. I was about to ring off when he added in a milder tone, “However, she is a wanted criminal with multiple outstanding warrants.
“So if you could give me a reason why you can’t rely on anyone else to run the prints for you, and if you submitted the appropriate paperwork after the fact, I could authorize you provisional authority to access the database.”
“Well, uh, time is of the utmost importance,” I stalled.
“Not good enough.”
“She shot a mother in cold blood, in front of her own children,” I returned. “She murdered a bank manager, Yanik’to. It’ll be a week and a half before we get to Zeldar Station. If it is her, do you really want to give her that much of a head start?”
It was a lousy reason. He could have argued that there were other stations much closer than Zeldar. He could have pointed out that three days and cloaking technology already gave her an insurmountable time and distance lead, since we had no idea where she’d go.
But he didn’t. He grumbled again, and declared, “Fine, fine. I’ll grant access. But you need to file the paperwork within the hour. If you don’t, I will revoke your access. I mean it, Katherine.”
I filed the paperwork – filed it, and hoped like hell no one ever dug too deeply for my sake as well as Yanik’to’s. My reasoning seemed even flimsier in writing.
If Yanik’to noticed, it didn’t impact his decision. He granted my access to the fingerprint database, with limited, read-only rights to the records pertaining to Malerie Wilkes.
Which I promptly downloaded, just in case he came to his senses anytime soon.
Doctor Fredricks looked them over and decided that we had multiple really good candidates. “Unfortunately, none of them are thumbs. Which is what a lot of people program into their biometric sensors. But both the left and right forefingers are solid, and just about no one these days adds access to a single digit. So, I think we run a pretty good chance of succeeding.”
“‘Pretty good’ still leaves plenty of room for ‘pretty dead,’” Dave pointed out.
“If the wound concealment fabricator works according to its specs,” Fredricks said, “it’ll work. I’d put money on it.”
“Well, that’s comforting. But it’s our lives, not money, you’re putting on the line.”
“As unusual as it may be, I find I must concur with Mr. Dave,” Syd said. “The risk of failure – however slight – carries significant consequences, up to and including death.”
Dave snorted. “To hell with death. Everyone dies. It’s torture I’m worried about. I’m kind of looking forward to making it out of this hellhole without torture.”
The hellhole in question, I assumed, was life. “Look,” I said, “we’ll run tests.”
“How? You going to walk up to Templeton’s house and ask, ‘Hey, you mind awfully? I’d just like to practice breaking in.’”
“I’m going to fingerprint myself, and let the computer diff them. If my prints don’t match one percent, we don’t try it. Okay?”
This seemed to mollify Dave, because he said only, “As long as I’m there to make sure you don’t fudge the test.”
Syd declared it a good test, but only as good as the original data. “Still, as the 3D scans match the flat maps, I think we can be reasonably confident in the integrity of our data.”
Sydney had assigned himself the task of evaluating the ships present on Rankoran Station during the time of Maggie’s transfer, and creating a list of potential suspects. The list was huge.
There’d been forty civilian ships present during the period in question, and Syd had only been able to eliminate three from consideration: a freighter in dry dock for repairs, a ship that operated day tours of the region, and an unmanned cattle transport.
The freighter was slated to be down for another month, and had regular repair crews in and out. There’d be no place to stash a prisoner, and far too many people coming and going to risk it.
The day tour vessel never strayed outside of its tour route, and anywhere it went, well, the Emerald Winter could surely have gone.
And the cattle transport had stopped for a contactless delivery, all of which had not only been supervised by station security, but had also been live-broadcasted on the operating firm’s media accounts.
It was, apparently, a one-of-a-kind operation, where an AI driven vessel flew livestock to and from destinations without ever letting any biological entity save the cattle themselves onboard. The idea ostensibly being that such isolation would prevent the animals from encountering foreign pathogens.
I figured it had more to do with bottom-line than health. The firm could replace its laborers with AI and robots, and tout the move not as anti-labor, but pro-health. Companies had been doing the same thing since AI and robots first came onto the scene.
But either way, no one had smuggled Maggie onboard. Nothing and no one had entered the ship at all. We had proof positive of that.
As for the remaining forty-seven vessels, though, well – we had no way to rule any of them out. Some had left after Maggie’s tracker arrived, but before the clothes had been found. Some left later. Some logged destinations near at hand, and some far away. Some said they were heading for settlements outside Union territory, and some claimed they were staying with Union borders.
But a logged flight plan didn’t prove anything. Plans changed in the best of circumstances, and it was easy to lie, and easy to detour.
Syd did turn up citations issued to a few of the ships, but none of them stood out as particularly ominous.
A freighter called the Midnight had been fined for failing to report the extent of its cargo – a common tactic to avoid fees and taxes. Dreamliner Pluto, a passenger vessel, had been cited for kitchen health code violations dozens of times. Blackbeard’s Boat, a themed cruise ship, had a handful of citations for safety lapses.
And while food poisoning or accidental drownings were nothing to scoff at, they were a far cry from human trafficking and illegal prisoner transport.
Still, I passed the list to Yanik’to. “I assume you already got this far, and I know it’s a lot of possibilities, but one of these ships has to have been the one that took Maggie.”




Chapter Twenty-Two

Station Zeldar offered amenities much like any Union space station – dry dock, supplies, off-ship accommodations, entertainment, and of course the odd nomadic spacefarer looking for their next berth.
But in addition to all that, Zeldar advertised itself as a trading post. The promenade was laid out in the style of old-fashioned Earth bazars and open-air markets, with row upon row of stalls lining the way. A thousand voices, all hawking wares, accosted travelers and tourists as they traversed the market.
Some of the sellers offered genuine merchandise, and some knockoffs; some merchants were honest, and others conmen. But conmen and knockoffs did nothing to diminish the place’s appeal. On the contrary, it added an air of excitement and adventure.
Visitors who successfully navigated the markets boasted of seeing through phony wares and bogus sales pitches; and those who didn’t told and retold their stories of being taken, lending an almost mythical power of deception to the charlatans.
Behind the bright colors and sweet fragrances and furious noise of the promenade lay the business and warehouse districts, where largescale commercial transactions transpired.
Here, captains accepted consignments, and sellers offloaded goods for transport. Tons of goods were carted up and hauled off, and new tons rolled in to take their place.
Here too could be found professional services and outfitters: riggers, headhunters, outfitters and so on.
The medical supplier we had contracted with had its offices in the business district, with a small warehouse directly adjacent. I accompanied Fredricks to their headquarters, as the payment account was in my and Maggie’s name.
A bright-faced man in a suit welcomed us with handshakes and a smile that seemed so genuine I almost believed he really was delighted to make our acquaintance. He had our order ready, he said, and once we signed for it, he’d have an employee take it back with us.
Fredricks examined the device and signed the requisite forms. I showed my identification for the payment, and the man with the smile called over one of the shop’s staff to fetch a cart.
I left Fredricks with the device and the courier, knowing full well they could take it from there. And I needed to see some people about the galley.
As far as the stealth device, Jylya had volunteered to manage that – a suggestion I readily accepted. She was the Korinthian, and Kaldrina’s sister; the device had been loaned to her, not me.
The ministry of science technicians would take orders from her, but they might be less inclined to hand over their classified tech to me.
So I focused on the galley outfitters. They were situated in another business district office, this one sporting a full display room of sets modeling various ship interiors. There were numerous galleys, and mess halls, bridges and ready rooms, passenger berths and rec rooms.
A portly man with a harried air bustled out of a backroom, introducing himself as Dennis Nowak, and apologizing for my wait.
I reassured him that I’d only just arrived, and he seemed to breathe easier. “We’re short-staffed today. My wife had to leave early. Apparently, our son’s in detention. Again.”
I didn’t quite know what to say to that, so I offered a mild, “Oh no.”
He laughed with a lightness he clearly didn’t feel. “My mother always warned me: I’d wind up with a son just like me. I guess she was right. But, what can I do for you?”
I told him my name again and reminded him that I’d put in an order two weeks ago.
“Ohhh yes, of course: the breakfast mishap.”
“That’s us.”
“More common than you’d think, believe me. Just last month, we had one: half the ship had to be gutted. Two dead crewmen. Burned to death in their berths.”
I stared in mortification at this appalling story, and the conversational way he told it. Mr. Nowak didn’t notice.
“Now,” he went on, “you needed installers too, right?”
I confirmed that I did, hoping desperately that he hadn’t forgotten. But for all his outward discombobulation, Mr. Nowak apparently ran a tight ship. Not only did he have our machinery and interior plating, but he had the contractor confirmed.
“They’re lined up to start this afternoon at one o’clock, if that still works for you?”
“It does,” I said. “How long do you think it will take?”
He glanced at his monitor. “Well, it’s contingent on the damage, of course. But barring any complications, they estimate six hours.”
Which was a lot less than I’d expected, considering the damage. The place – when, cringing and holding our noses, we ventured in to microwave our sad meals – still reeked of melted plastic, burned rubber, and God only knew what else.
“Well, that’s great. We’ll be ready.”
He beamed. “Excellent. A pleasure doing business with you, Ms. Ellis. Have a wonderful day.”
“You too.”
“Thanks. I will – if that boy of mine doesn’t kill me first.”
I resisted the charms of the promenade, and the lure of the voices assuring me I needed this new scent, or that purse, or another dress. Another time, and I probably would have sacrificed a paycheck’s worth of credits on beautiful things I didn’t really need.
But the thought of Maggie and her plight never strayed far from my mind, and I wanted to check in with Jylya to see how she’d been progressing with the science ministry. So my purse survived the trial.
Deliveries had already started by time I reached the Black Flag. Wall panels and a new stove had been piled into hallways, and stacks of boxes lined others. I almost collided with Dave, who blitzed past in pursuit of Chubs – who was scrambling across the ceiling, something hanging from his mouth.
Shaking my head, I went in search of Syd.
I found the battlebot surrounded by deliverymen, one requesting a signature to confirm that the drop off had been made, another demanding pay, and two more wanting Syd to confirm the placement of their delivery.
He was explaining in his patient way that he had not the authority to sign on behalf of the captain, and that all payments had been made directly to Mr. Nowak. Spotting me, he declared, “Ah, Katherine: most fortuitous timing.”
Then, he explained the situation: The man who had accompanied Dr. Fredricks needed a signature from the payer confirming that the delivery had been made. Nowak’s crew believed their boss was waiting on payment from us.
“If you can handle that,” Syd offered, “I will ensure that the deliveries are appropriately placed.”
I tackled the easy one first: the wound device situation. Checking with Fredricks to confirm that everything had been delivered, I signed the appropriate form and tipped the delivery man. He went on his way.
Nowak’s foreman took more time. I had to contact Nowak himself, who did not immediately answer his comm. When he did a few minutes later – breathless and sounding every bit as harried as before – I explained the situation.
He sounded genuinely confused. “I don’t understand. I’m quite sure we got the payment in full. Let me just check…ah, here we go. Now let’s see…hm…where would that be.”
This went on for half a minute when he asked, “Would you mind if I put you on a brief hold? I’m so sorry, but someone just walked in, and I’m still by myself.”
I consented and he rushed off, forgetting even to switch on the on-hold music. So I heard him greet another client, discuss his order, try desperately – and fail – to remember it, and then eventually find it in his notes.
“Ah, I have it here. Perfect. If you can just give me a minute, we can wrap that right up.” Then, I heard the receiver lift, and on-hold music start.
I stared at the comm. He’d forgotten to actually put me on hold the first time, so when he came back and pressed the on hold button – thinking he was taking me off hold – he’d initialized a hold.
I could see him in my mind’s eye, frowning in confusion. “Hello? Hello? Ms. Ellis? Are you there?”
A second later, his voice came back on the line. “Hello?”
“I’m here,” I said, trying to keep any hint of amusement out of my tone.
“Ah, there you are. This comm line is acting crazy today. I don’t know what’s up with it.”
I didn’t enlighten him, because, as frazzled as he was, I figured he’d only hear half of the explanation anyway, and I didn’t want to embarrass him.
“Anyway,” he was continuing, “you say Roger said what now?”
Once more, I explained the situation: the foreman of his delivery operation thought this was a cash on delivery drop, but I’d paid in full beforehand – for the goods, delivery and installation.
“Oh yes, that’s right. Now let me see.”
So the mumbling started all over again, until at length he said, “Found it. Yes, that’s right – I’ve got the full payment right here.” Now, a note of confusion entered his tone. “What makes Roger think its COD?”
Having no idea, I turned to the foreman – Roger, presumably – and asked.
He produced a minitablet from an oversized pocket in his utility pants. “Says so right here,” he explained, scrolling through an invoice until he got to a big red field reading PAYMENT ON DELIVERY.
“His paperwork is saying ‘payment on delivery,’” I relayed.
“What? How?” Nowak demanded, presumably of himself rather than me. “That shouldn’t be. I can see right here that the payment was made and cleared.” He went on grumbling and arguing with the system, until at last he exclaimed, “Son of a…sorry. But I figured out the issue.
“I missed a checkbox on my end. Tell Roger to regenerate the invoice.”
Which, again, I relayed, in the other direction this time. Roger shot me a sidelong glance, like he thought maybe I was trying to pull some kind of funny business on his boss. But he did as requested anyway, and then his face brightened.
“Says ‘paid in full’ now. Guess we’re good here. The installation team will be here in about an hour. You folks have a great day.”
With that resolved, and Syd’s workmen already on their way, we headed to engineering. The Korinthian science ministry team were hard at work, under Ginny’s supervision.
Ginny loved the ship almost as much as I did, and she watched over it like a mother would a physician examining her child. But she’d left the ministry scientists plenty of room to work.
Jylya was there too, and a guilty flush crossed her face as I entered the room. She hustled toward me and ushered me out into the hall.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Don’t be mad,” she said – which was never a good start, in my experience. “But you remember how I said I oversold things with Kaldrina?”
“Yes…”
“She didn’t quite take ‘no’ for an answer. About sending a fleet, I mean.”
I started to groan, but she interrupted hurriedly.
“It’s not as bad as that. She understands the intergalactic situation won’t support an official – or unofficial – large scale movement against Templeton. But…”
“Spit it out, please,” I begged. Every second of preamble seemed to send my pulse skyrocketing. “What did she do?”
“She sent six fighters to accompany us. An escort. They’ll fly under your command. Strictly here to defend the Black Flag. If no one attacks us, they check the scenery and go home when it’s all done. But if someone does…well, their mission is to defend us, against any and all threats.”
She looked worried, like she expected me to argue. But I didn’t. On the contrary, it sounded like a damned good idea to me. It eliminated the political hurdles, or most of them, anyway. I didn’t want Kaldrina or the Korinthians to wind up in trouble on our behalf. Anything with intergalactic implications seemed like a bad idea.
But the Hierarch sending a squadron to protect her sister after someone had just abducted her ship’s captain in the open? Well, no one could make hay about that.
Even if we ended up in a firefight with the senator’s mercs, the Korinthian fighters would simply be defending their princess. The fallout from the engagement, if there was fallout, would land on me, not on them. And I was okay with that.
It was my decision after all. If things went well, either we’d be heroes or, more likely, the government would hush it all up to avoid a scandal. They’d feed us a line of crap about how they were doing us a favor by not leveling charges, and in exchange all we’d need to do would be remain silent. Thank you and you’re welcome.
As long as we got Maggie out, well, I’d be okay with that.
But if things didn’t go well, if Templeton had his people taking her to a different safehouse, there’d be consequences aplenty for coming after a senator – even if it all happened out of Union territory.
I wouldn’t hesitate to take that chance to save Maggie. But it was my gamble to make, not the Korinthian people’s, and not Kaldrina’s. This shielded them from repercussions, and directed any and all fallout where it belonged.
And never in the history of harebrained schemes had it been a bad idea to have a squadron of elite fighters on your side.




Chapter Twenty-Three

The workmen arrived on schedule. We all breathed a sigh of relief when they carted the well-used microwaves out of the area.
“If I never eat another microwaved meal again,” Frank vowed, “I’ll die a happy man.”
We all murmured our agreement. All but Dave, who shrugged. “I don’t know. Seems to me this might have been instructive. Teach you lot to appreciate what you’ve got, instead of pissing and moaning every damned second of the day.”
Frank clasped a hand over his heart, declaring with mock contriteness, “You’re right, Dave. Forgive us. We underestimated your abilities. Your cooking is, in fact, better than microwaved food.”
“Bite me.”
Then began the sounds of construction: wall panels being torn away, appliances unbolted, countertops pulled out. Men came and went, back and forth, carting away the detritus of the operation.
Meanwhile, the science ministry technicians concluded their work.
“The shield module is installed and ready for use,” the lead engineer, Vrysya – a tall woman of indeterminate years and very fine features – informed me. “The Hierarch has requested that we remain with the device for the duration of its use, to monitor its performance and maintain it as needed.”
“Of course,” I said. “We’d be grateful for your assistance.”
Jylya said that she had already seen to berths for our guests. She led them off, saying, “I will show you the way.”
Then began a waiting game. Hours passed. The contractors were working fast. The constant flow of materials back and forth served as solid evidence of that. But my impatience began to mount.
Maggie was out there, somewhere. The shield module was already installed. I started to chide myself that I should have waited on the kitchens. As much as we all detested microwaved food, we would have survived for another week.
What was I thinking? I wondered.
Syd found me pacing the bridge, waiting anxiously for news. “I recommend you avail yourself of the amenities of the station,” he suggested. “I can wait here, and deal with any questions or difficulties that might arise.”
But I refused. I couldn’t eat now. I couldn’t be entertained or distracted. All I could do, with my own work wrapped up, was think and worry.
Where was Maggie now? Had her transport overtaken us? What if they reached The Manor before we did? What if – and I shuddered to even contemplate it – Templeton started the interrogation as soon as she arrived?
I was just at the point of telling the workmen something urgent had come up and sending them away when the site lead, a Mr. Adamik, showed up.
“Captain?” he asked.
I didn’t correct the assumption. I’d been acting as the interim captain, mainly because my name was on the accounts. “Yes?”
“Well, the good news is, we’ve replaced the damaged paneling in the floors, ceiling, and walls. We’ve tested the electrical system. Everything works and is up to code.”
I nodded, that familiar anxiety returning. Leading with the good news implied that bad news would follow. I wished he’d led with that, so I could know the worst of it.
“And,” Adamik went on, “we’ve got the counters in, and the sink. Water’s connected. Everything looks good there.”
Apparently, we were still on good news. What is it with people, and dragging out the bad news? I wondered absently. Didn’t they know that some of us were barely keeping things together, and didn’t need the added stress of anticipating bad news?
Oblivious to my unreasonable expectations, he went on to describe all the good work they’d done. Then, finally, he got to the bad news. “We installed the stove and oven duo. But it looks like you got a lemon.”
I stared at him. “A lemon?”
“The oven doesn’t get above 200 degrees. The burners don’t heat up.”
“Maybe it’s faulty wiring,” I suggested hopefully. Faulty wiring, I could handle without delays. A lemon, not so much. “I had to replace everything going into the kitchen. Maybe I missed something.”
He shook his head, though. “No. We tested everything. We even rewired that section, just to be sure. It’s not an electrical problem. It’s a faulty piece of equipment.”
I swore under my breath, and he apologized. “It should be covered under warranty. Labor too. Those industrial pieces, they usually cover installation if it fails.”
“It’s not that,” I said. “I just – I wanted to be underway as soon as possible. I’ve got somewhere I need to be.”
He nodded. “I’m sorry.”
I forced myself to smile and tell him it was fine. It wasn’t his fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. And for all the anxiety I was feeling about the added delay, I didn’t want to give the impression that I held him responsible.
“Nowak stocks this model,” he said, “so he’s probably got another one on hand. If he delivered it right away, we could get it installed yet tonight. Otherwise, we can be here first thing tomorrow morning. It won’t be an hour before you’re on your way.”
I called Nowak directly, and though my communicator remained in connecting status for an unusually long time, his flustered tones did eventually answer, first with the store’s name and then, “Nowak speaking. How may I be of service?”
For the third time in an afternoon, I introduced myself.
“Ms. Ellis-Landon, what a pleasure,” he said, in tones that conveyed nothing of the sort. I was a customer whose deliveries had been made and payment received. He no doubt wanted nothing more than to close the account and to think no more of it. But here I was, calling anyway. “I trust everything is to your satisfaction?”
“Unfortunately, we ran into issues with the stove unit,” I said, explaining what Adamik had told me.
He asked a few questions, mainly expressing disbelief that the model in question could fail. Finally, rousing himself from his shock, he declared, “Well, it’s no problem, of course. Is Nowak still there?”
I told him that he was. “He said if you have another in stock, they can finish the installation today.”
“Of course. I’m very sorry about that Ms. Ellis-Landon. That brand is the highest rated on the market for a reason: they usually do not have problems.
“Ah well. Let’s see what I’ve got in stock. I should have…” I heard the sounds of typing, and then he trailed off to mutter to himself. “Where’s that? Right. Okay. Umm,” and so on.
Finally, a moment of absolute silence came over the line. I wondered for a moment if we’d been disconnected. “Mr. Nowak?”
“I’m here. I just – I found the entry, for your model. Unfortunately, I’m out of them at the moment. You and another ship got the last two in my inventory.”
Dammit, I thought. The crew was going to kill me: we’d have a fully rebuilt kitchen, and still be eating microwave food.
“Let me just see something,” he was continuing. “One moment. Where’s that…aha. Here we go.
“Well, I am out of them, as I say. But the good news is, I have a shipment coming first thing tomorrow morning on the Monarch. I can have one to you by, oh, let’s see…”
He started to pull up his delivery crew roster, and narrate his way through in the same fashion as he’d done during the inventory check, punctuating each lapse with a, “Let’s see,” or, “hmm,” or, “I think…yes, that’s right…”
I was about to say that that wouldn’t work, that we had to be underway by then, and could we possibly get a different model, when I paused.
I’d heard the name Monarch recently: on Sydney’s list of thirty-seven ships that might have Maggie onboard.
My mouth went dry. “What…what ship did you say it was?” I asked in a croaking voice.
“What?”
“You said you had a shipment coming in.”
“That’s right. On the Monarch. Ah, here we are. I could get it to you by, let’s say eleven in the morning. Noon, at the latest.”
I told him that that would work, and relayed the update to Adamik. He said he’d have his crew on hand when the unit arrived, and they’d take the old one away at the same time. I waited for them to leave.
Then, I went in search of Syd. I didn’t have anything like a plan in mind, or even a solid suspicion. This was more a grasping at straws moment. Still, some desperate part of my soul argued that this couldn’t be a coincidence.
I needed Syd’s cool unwavering reason to talk me down. So I spilled everything as soon as I reached him.
He listened in silence to my disjointed telling, and said when I’d concluded, “How curious. The Monarch wasn’t slated to arrive here until two weeks from now.”
It felt as if he’d doused the embers of my suspicion in gasoline rather than water. “What do you mean? Where were they supposed to be?”
“According to the flight plan they filed at Rankoran Station, they had half a month’s deliveries to make before they diverted this way.”
“So they lied?” I asked, the vague suspicions taking far more solid shape now.
Monarch’s captain, Maya Misanti, had lied to throw the admiralty off, to give the impression they were in no hurry to get to this quadrant of space. As soon as they were underway, she’d changed course and headed toward Zeldar – just a week’s travel from The Manor.
They’d drop their cargo here – their cargo, and Maggie. Templeton would have another a ship waiting to pick her up and take her on the final leg of the journey.
I had it all worked out. Until Syd spoke, at least. “Perhaps. Or perhaps their plans changed. Depending on the urgency of their deliveries, it might have made more sense to come here first.”
“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe they’re handing Maggie over to Templeton’s people. Maybe Templeton didn’t want to wait two extra weeks. Maybe that’s the urgency of their delivery.”
“Perhaps,” he said again, in his measured, metallic tones. “But I must caution you, Katherine: Station Zeldar is a frequent stop for merchant ships. Their arrival here, even their detour, may have nothing whatever to do with Magdalene.”
“But it might,” I persisted. “Look at the timing, Syd. They told Rankoran command that they had a list of other stops to make. But for them to reach Zeldar right after us like this, they had to come straight here. They didn’t switch direction halfway through. They knew where they were going as soon as they left Rankoran.”
“That seems likely,” he conceded. “But it may be nothing more sinister than forgetting to file an updated itinerary. Their proximity to The Manor may be nothing more than coincidence.”
“It’s not, Syd. I feel it in my bones. Maggie is on the Monarch. And we have to figure out a way to get her off.”




Chapter Twenty-Four

Syd ran a check on Maya Misanti and found no evidence of criminal activity in her past – or, convictions for criminal activity, anyway.
He also checked the directory of ships currently docked at the station. While there were plenty we didn’t recognize, none stood out as suspicious or raised any obvious concerns: no known pirates or criminals, and no one with ties to the senator.
So if Templeton had a vessel here already, waiting for Maggie’s arrival, we couldn’t spot it.
But that didn’t ease my suspicions. I believed, rather than had any cogent argument for the belief, that the Monarch’s divergence from its original flight plan and appearance here was no coincidence. Maggie was on that ship.
So Syd, more, I think, to humor me than anything else decided we should remove the Black Flag from the station, leaving several of us behind to monitor the Monarch.
“If you’re right, and the Monarch is working for Templeton, we don’t want to frighten them off. If they show up and find the Black Flag waiting, they might think we’re here for them.”
I would be part of the crew that remained, of course, as would Syd. So would Ria and Corano, our tactical and security officers. Frank, hearing the roster of volunteers so far, cheerfully offered to stay on, “as extra muscle, since it looks like you got the brain department pretty well handled.”
Kereli would take the ship and four of the fighters. They’d fly out of range of Zeldar, and then switch on the new shielding unit. Once undetectable, she would return the Black Flag to the area, and wait just off the station – in case we needed to make a fast getaway.
Meanwhile, the remaining two Korinthian fighters would stay put – in case we needed to make a really fast getaway.
After which point, my plan pretty much morphed from a plan into a checklist of objectives:
Get into the ship.
Find Maggie if she’s there.
Don’t get caught.
Syd proposed a more measured approach: surveil the Monarch, and see who she did business with and why. If we spotted something suspicious, we’d be better prepared to infiltrate the ship after having watched the movements of its crew.
If not, well, we wouldn’t end up getting arrested for trespassing.
Nervous energy coursed through my veins as I tried to envision all the scenarios we might encounter.
What if I’d been wrong, and this wasn’t another prisoner drop off, but rather a stop on the way to The Manor? The Monarch was a merchant transport that worked for private clients on commission.
How deep in Templeton’s pockets were they? Would they be a regular part of his operation, or just a crew who didn’t ask questions when the money was right?
I could see it happening both ways. Templeton ran a tight operation, and he kept a lot of villains on his private payroll. Jefferson and Wilkes were evidence of that.
Then again, he might want the benefits to outsourcing to ostensibly respectable contractors without known ties to himself. Benefits like the anonymity they’d provide. And plausible deniability.
Because Templeton wouldn’t have arranged the contract under his own name. That wasn’t how he operated. He would have arranged it via an associate, who would probably be operating under an assumed name anyway.
Layers upon layers, all of them insulating him from scrutiny, shielding him from consequences.
That’s how Templeton ran his businesses. I figured this would be no different. Which meant, we had to be ready for all the possibilities.
If the Monarch was making a drop off, we had to anticipate who would be waiting for Maggie; and we needed to intercept them long before the exchange happened.
If the Monarch meant to make the trip to The Manor, we needed to get onboard before she left Station Zeldar – get onboard, find Maggie, and free her.
And if my feeling proved to be nothing more than wishful thinking, and Monarch’s diversion and arrival nothing more than a series of coincidences?
Then we would be eighteen, maybe twenty, hours behind our original schedule. We’d arrive at about the same time as whoever had Maggie, if they headed straight to The Manor from Rankoran.
The crew accepted my plan with misgivings and mixed feelings. Dr. Fredricks thought I was putting too much weight on what might be mere coincidence. Dave said, whatever happened, we better not get caught.
“I’m not going to jail for any half-baked idea of yours, Katherine. I’ll swear I knew nothing about it.”
Ginny said she hoped I’d find Maggie, but though she didn’t give voice to it, I could see the doubt lingering behind her eyes.
Jylya promised to keep the Korinthian fighters on the ready, should Maggie’s captors somehow manage to evade us.
As for my team – Ria, Corano, Frank and Syd – I don’t think any of them really bought into the mission. They didn’t say so aloud. But they discussed it like an exercise in hypotheticals.
If we see anything…
If Maggie’s onboard…
If we need to get aboard…
If, if, if.
It wasn’t until a small transport called Merry Fortune docked at ten o’clock that night that their language shifted.
Merry Fortune’s captain was one R’gin Liad ‘Reginald’ Taylor, a half-Kudarian, half-human ex-felon with a rap sheet as long as a Terms & Conditions form. In his former life, Reginald trafficked in prohibited weapons, stolen property, kidnapped persons, and illegal substances.
Then, about five years ago, after serving a fourth prison sentence, he’d emerged an apparently changed man. He somehow came into money – the kind of money that allowed him to purchase the Merry Fortune, which he’d captained without incident ever since.
Syd checked the public records, and as far as he could tell, everything was up to date and above board: licensing fees paid in a timely fashion, forms filed appropriately, and so on.
What wasn’t clear, though, was what exactly Reginald did – or, more to the point, who he did it for. Officially, he’d listed himself as a for-hire contractor. But his business advertised no means of contact, and a search for the Merry Fortune in Union databases showed up surprisingly little.
The ship appeared seventeen times over the previous five years, and all at the same station: Zeldar.
Reginald listed generic reasons for each stop: “business” or “acquisitions” or “transport.” If the ship had ever been searched by station customs agents, they’d either found nothing, or they’d been bribed. He’d incurred no citations at any point during those seventeen trips.
Whatever the nature of his business, whether he was making deliveries or picking up purchases, the other side of his transactions must have transpired outside of Union space since there were no records of him showing up anywhere else.
Which, to my mind, seemed proof positive that this was our guy: Templeton had employed Reginald to run missions for him, the same way he’d employed Wilkes and Jefferson.
Syd allowed that I might be correct, but he also didn’t leap to conclusions. “Let me review the public records on Reginald,” he said, “and see if anything points to a link to Templeton. I’ll cross check it with Jefferson and Wilkes, since we’ve established them as allies of the senator’s.”
“Good idea,” Corano started to say.
But before he’d finished, Syd interrupted, “I’ve got a hit.”
Corano raised an eyebrow. Sometimes, the speed of the battlebot’s processing still amazed, even after all our time together.
“Nothing direct. But news casts reporting on his final conviction do note that he was sentenced to serve time in UCF-Delta.”
UCF-Delta would be the Delta Union Correction Facility site. I tried to place it but came up blank. “Meaning what?”
“Nothing, in itself. But articles mentioning Jefferson’s conviction note that he was sent to the same facility. And they would have been serving at the same time.”
“There’d be lots of people incarcerated during the same period. That doesn’t prove those two met each other,” Corano observed. “Much less that they worked for the same person.”
“No, it doesn’t. But it does establish they had the opportunity to meet.”
“And the timelines match up,” I added. “Duncan Jefferson would have been joining Templeton about the same time Reginald was getting out of prison – also joining Templeton, if I’m right.”
“It’s possible he really did go straight after his last prison term,” Frank suggested. “Fourth time’s the charm, or something.”
“How many legit, Union-based businesses do you know that only operate outside Union space?”
“Good point,” he ceded. It was a well-known trick of fraudsters, cheats, and vagabonds to ply their trades just outside Union borders, where law enforcement couldn’t apprehend them.
“He’s definitely up to something,” I went on. “And considering the proximity to The Manor, and the timeframe, and the fact that he’s not doing anything else – meaning, someone is paying him to make these runs and otherwise keep his head down – I say he’s working for Templeton.”
“I am inclined to agree,” Syd said. “I suggest we operate under the assumption that he is, but carefully. We may be wrong, and being arrested for a miscalculation will do nothing to aid Magdalene.”
First on the agenda was a change of appearance. For the same reasons it wouldn’t do to have the Black Flag in port to greet Templeton’s people, it wouldn’t do for Maggie’s wife or crew to be spotted lurking around.
So Syd stayed behind to monitor Reginald, while the rest of us hit the bazar. I opted for a change of clothes, a wig – blonde hair instead of brown – and eyebrow tint.
Frank found workman’s clothes and temporary face tattoos. Ria opted for a haircut and dye, leaving her with a close-cropped head full of blue hair. Seeing Frank’s acquisitions, she added a small face tattoo as well – a scrolling swirl meant to be applied to the corner of her eye.
As for Corano, no one knew at first what he’d done. He seemed to have vanished, as no one remembered passing him, and he didn’t arrive at our rendezvous at the appointed time. However, half an hour late, a tall, copper skinned man with piercing blue eyes and short, dark hair walked toward us.
I took little notice of him beyond a first glance. I thought vaguely that he might be Turelian – a race of tall, elegant humanoids who traded with the Union, but so far had resisted joining.
Then he spoke, with Corano’s voice. “Well? What do you think?”
I did a doubletake, and Ria laughed. “I barely recognized you.”
“I didn’t,” Frank admitted.
“Me either,” I said, staring at the absence of his familiar silver locks. “You cut your hair.”
He nodded. “Yes.”
“I thought – well, you weren’t supposed to do that?”
He shrugged. “Hair grows back. Dye grows out. Contacts can be removed. People are harder to replace.”
I nodded, feeling a little lump form in the back of my throat. Corano’s long hair was tradition among his people. I didn’t fully understand the cultural implications, as Esselians didn’t often share, but I knew it was nothing to be done lightly.
And he’d done it for Mags.
Clearing my throat, my voice sounding a little gruffer than I meant, I said, “Right. Well, better check in with Syd, and see if he’s got anything for us.”




Chapter Twenty-Five

Syd reported that he’d watched Reginald depart from the ship half an hour earlier, and tailed him to a boardwalk pub near the docks. He’d met no one, consumed a large platter of fish and chips before returning to the Merry Fortune, and remained onboard his own vessel since.
“He’s waiting for the Monarch,” I said.
“So what do we do in the meantime?”
“I recommend you sleep,” Syd said. “I shall maintain my vigil and will rouse you if need be.”
Which sounded like a good plan to me. We found rooms at a cheap hotel catering to spacefarers and travelers needing temporary accommodations – a night or two at a time. We made a plan to rise early and meet up, and then we all went our separate ways.
I spent a long time staring at the ceiling overhead, my mind a whirl of ideas and nervous energy. I started to think I’d never sleep.
And then, without warning, I slipped into a deep and dreamless slumber, from which I awoke hours later – groggy, discombobulated and vaguely unsettled.
Maybe, I realized, it hadn’t been dreamless after all. But if I’d been dreaming, I couldn’t recall anything.
I showered and prepared, donning my new clothes and jewelry, the wig, and a spray tan that gave me a slightly orange appearance. It looked awful, and perfect at the same time, like someone who wanted a perpetual sun-kissed look even in the cold depths of space.
I emerged to find the rest of the crew waiting for me. We none of us looked like ourselves, but only Corano managed to hold onto a shred of his dignity. He still exuded an almost otherworldly grace and composure.
I had become the poor fool in a cheap suit, with an inflated ego and too much spray tanner. Ria had morphed into a dirty, gruff spoken rough with an eye tattoo and a pugnacious glare she cast on anyone with the temerity to glance at her. Frank transformed into an almost monk-like figure, with a full-face tattoo complete with runes, and a beaded prayer necklace hanging over his work clothes.
Corano smiled at the sight of us. “Well, one could never accuse you lot of cleaning up nicely.”
Ria turned her killer scowl his way, and said with an edge in her tone sharp enough to cut glass, “You got a problem, Mister?”
“That’s good,” he said. “Now, what’s your name?”
“Angie Black. My friends call me AB. You can call me ma’am,” she said, in the same way.
He nodded. “Good.” Turning to Frank, he asked, “And you?”
“I’m K’itari ark Nen,” he said in placid tones. “I work for Mr. Nowak. He sent me to pick up an order of deep space kitchen units.”
“Good,” Corano repeated. “And you?”
I extended my ring covered hand. “Connie Franz, of Zeldar Deliveries. Pleased to meet you. And K’itari works for me, not Mr. Nowak. So does Angie. Mr. Nowak is one of Zeldar Deliveries’ clients.”
I tried to sound equal parts self-important and patronizing. It must have done the trick, because Corano smiled again. “Good job. I hate it, but good job.”
“And you?” Ria asked, still in character. “Who the hell are you?”
“I’m Tuyari Bel,” he said, in polished accents. “I’ve been hired on to Zeldar Deliveries as an associate account manager, and I’m accompanying Ms. Franz today to meet some of our clients.” He thrust out a hand eagerly. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance Miss – what did you say your name was? Beck?”
She cast a dismissive look up and down him, and made no move to shake hands. “Black. Angie Black.”
“Right. Sorry. Pleasure to meet you, Miss Black.”
She snorted and glanced away, and Corano mimed embarrassment as he drew his hand back.
“Perfect,” I said. “If we can all stay in character, our own moms wouldn’t recognize us. Okay, let’s go find Sydney.”
“I hope not,” Frank said. “I’m pretty sure she’d have my head if she saw me like this.”
“The tattoo?” I asked.
“The religion,” he said. “If they’re not traditional Kudarian beliefs, they’re heresies. There’s no in between, and no room to argue.”
“Well, it’s a tough job being the family disappointment,” Corano offered cheerfully. “But someone’s got to do it, right?”
Frank grinned. “And I suppose yours would be thrilled to see you with short hair?”
“Let’s say she’d prefer the face tattoo and religion, and leave it there.”
“My mom would die,” I said. “I mean, she’s never put much stock in my fashion sense as it is. But this would be a step too far, even with my track record.”
Ria shrugged. “Mine wouldn’t mind my hair or tats. As long as I liked them, she’d be fine. It’d be the attitude she’d have a problem with.”
We found Syd on the docks, holding a placard advertising one of the station’s repair crews and calling out cheerily to anyone who would listen, “Kil’Kari Repairs: the number one rated repair shop on Zeldar Station.
“Don’t take chances with your ship: take it to Kil’Kari instead. You deserve the peace of mind.”
“What the hell is he doing?” Ria wondered. “I thought he was supposed to be lying low.”
I glanced around the docks, and back along the promenade we’d followed. There were plenty of folks wearing sandwich board ads, people carrying placards, and humanoids in strange mascot uniforms – all ushering people toward businesses or urging them to shop at one stall or another.
Granted, none of the other advertisers were robots. But still, how else could a massive battle bot prowl the docks, hour after hour, without coming across as suspicious?
“Plenty of enterprises buy old battlebots for all kinds of reasons, because they’re so eye catching,” I said. “He’s blending.”
“Oh yeah,” Frank replied. “Totally inconspicuous. Eight hundred pounds of inconspicuousness.”
“Hidden in plain sight,” Corano said. “He is so obvious, I doubt anyone would suspect he’s anything but what he appears to be.”
Frank seemed less convinced, declaring that he hoped Reginald thought so too. “Otherwise, I beautified myself for no good reason.”
“Well, we’d all hate for that look to go to waste,” Ria declared.
“Focus, people,” I said. “Maggie’s on the Monarch, and we need to get to her. Before Reginald.”
They all nodded, and I turned to Corano. “Mr. Bel, why don’t you signal Sydney.”
“Of course,” he said with a deferential nod, slipping back into his character.
“K’itari, get us a table,” I ordered in the stentorian tones of my own character, pointing to a café off the boardwalk called The Mariner’s Cuppa.
“Right away, boss.”
“And AB?”
She grunted by way of response.
“Go with him. Make sure we’re not in the Fortune’s direct line of sight.”
She grunted again and followed Frank. I glanced around and took a deep breath.

So far, so good. Everyone seemed to be adapting to their roles, me included. The more time we spent in character, I figured, the better it would be.
So I headed to one of the boardwalk shops, with display racks of gaudy garments and handbags sporting designer labels – probably, knock offs – for discount prices. There were alligator leather bags with gold clasps, jackets covered in garish bling, blouses and trousers that combined tacky colors and questionable cuts.
In short, the kind of things my Connie Franz would adore.
As I picked through these monstrosities, I watched Corano. He passed Syd and headed to a newsstand, where he exchanged a few credits for digital access to the latest station reports.
Syd, meanwhile, trundled down the boardwalk as if he hadn’t noticed anyone. Fragments of his metallic tones reached my ears as he headed in my direction.
“No need to be stressed when you contract with the best,” he called. Then, a few moments later, “Kil’Kari’s Repair: we’re always here.”
Kil’Kari, whoever he was, was going to kill us if he heard any of this.
I glanced at the café. Frank and Ria were seated at a back table, in view of the boardwalk but out of view of the Merry Fortune. We would see Reginald if he left the ship, but he wouldn’t see us watching while he was onboard.
I picked out a particularly awful gold belt, one that would coordinate in an awful way with the massive gold hoops and bangles I’d already decked myself out with, and paid.
I reached the café at the same time Corano did. He seemed to be studying the news, absently picking his way across the boardwalk.
“Well, Bel? Anything going on here?”
He glanced up. “Nothing in particular. They say they’re close to cracking the pickpocket ring.”
“Really?” I didn’t know there was a pickpocket ring operating on Zeldar, though I supposed a trading post station would be an ideal place for one.
“Says they’ve got footage of two of the operatives, and they feel certain they’ll have a positive ID within the week.”
“Well, it’s about time,” I declared. “I don’t know what’s taken them so long.”
A flicker of amusement crossed his otherwise placid features, but Corano said in mild tones, “Indeed.”
“Looks like they have a table. Let’s go.”
He nodded, following me meekly, with every indication of being a bullied subordinate used to taking orders.
The café offered a selection of breakfast foods from across the quadrant. I complained loudly that there weren’t enough human selections. “Krelian skillet. Turelian egg pudding. Who wants egg pudding, anyway? Where’s good old eggs and bacon, that’s what I want to know.”
A few nearby diners averted their gaze. A few offered disgusted comments, just loud enough to be heard.
Ria stared at me, her features set in a pugnacious and contemptuous scowl.
“Egg pudding is like a quiche,” Corano said mildly, as if trying to placate me.
“Then why not call it a quiche?”
“Because it’s not a quiche,” Ria said. “It’s an egg pudding.”
I scowled at her in turn. “Did I ask you, Black?”
A timid waiter approached, looking like a young man approaching the executioner’s block. He wasn’t, I noticed, the same server who had been tending the tables nearest us. He’d probably drawn the short straw for the problem table.
I decided, as much as I was getting into the role, I could ease up for the kid’s sake. I put in an order for egg pudding, and one by one, the rest of the crew ordered too. The kid fled at about the same time our comm units buzzed.
It was Syd, initiating a conference call. Piping the call into our earpieces, we all picked up.
“Good morning,” Syd said. He sounded strange somehow, his polished accents coming through louder and crisper than usual.
“Where are you?” I asked.
“I’m on the boardwalk,” he said. “Advertising for Kil’Kari’s. This is a covert conversation.”
That explained it, then. Syd wasn’t actually speaking, but rather transmitting his end of the conversation directly. I didn’t hear background noise or distortion, because there was none to hear.
“What did you learn?” I asked.
“The Monarch arrived at oh-six hundred hours.”
They’re here. Maggie is here.
“Captain Misanti disembarked shortly thereafter and secured a table at The Mariner’s Cuppa. Approximately five minutes later, Reginald departed Merry Fortune, and joined her.”
“Well, that proves it,” I said excitedly. “He’s our guy.”
“They may have other business together,” Corano cautioned.
“I don’t think so,” Syd declared. “I recorded the conversation. Filtering background noise and adjusting volume, this remains.”
At which point, a tinny recording came across the line. A man’s voice said, “Misanti – Maya. You don’t mind if I call you Maya, do you? You’re looking better than ever.”
A woman’s responded, “Cut the crap, Reg. You know why I’m here.”
“I do. Because you’re a good little doggie. And when the master whistles, you come running. Don’t you, Pet?”
“Fuck you.”
“No thanks. You’re not my type.”
The woman snorted. “In your dreams. Look, I didn’t come here to listen to you. Templeton wanted the package delivered; I’ve got it. You going to pick it up, or what?”
“You know we don’t use names, Pet. But of course I’m going to pick it up. A man has to eat though?”
“When?”
“Right now. I’m hungry.”
“When are you taking the delivery?”
The man sighed. “So serious. Fine. Let’s see…how about four?”
“Four?” she demanded. “I want that thing – whatever it is – off my ship.”
“Patience. So it shall be. But I have supplies to get first. Better the package isn’t onboard when they’re delivered. Now – ah, here’s our server.”
Reginald proceeded to order a massive breakfast, emphasizing that Misanti would be paying. She got coffee, and the server promised their food would be right up.
Then he went on, in the same half-mocking way. “The boss wanted me to tell you he’s very happy with how you stepped up on short notice, by the by.”
“It wasn’t like I had a choice, was it?”
“Of course not. But the boss believes in recognizing a job well done.”
“Templeton can shove it,” she said, a bitter edge in her voice. “And so can you, Reg. We’re done now. I owe him nothing: my debt is paid.”
“For now,” he said placidly.
“Forever.” A chair scraped in the background, as if someone rose hastily. Misanti’s voice went on. “You can pay for your own damned breakfast. And I hope you choke on it.”




Chapter Twenty-Six

So Misanti had Maggie and Reginald would be picking her up at four o’clock. We had a window of about seven hours during which to rescue her.
As much as I’d expected it, hoped for it even, the confirmation hit me with an almost physical force. It suddenly seemed to become real, in a way it hadn’t been before.
I toyed nervously with the gaudy baubles at my wrist.
What if it was too much? What if I’d overdressed? What if, instead of being so obnoxious Misanti would want to be done with me as soon as possible, my persona had become so obnoxious she’d take extra notice?
What if, what if, what if…
Ria, taking a rare break from her character, reached out a hand and squeezed mine. “We’re going to get her, Kay.”
I nodded and took a breath. “Right. Okay, let’s pay for the food and go.”
“I propose you eat your breakfast first,” Sydney said. “That will allow the Monarch’s crew to begin disembarking. I imagine shore leave for those personnel not directly needed for shipments will begin shortly, and the fewer crewmembers still onboard the better.”
“Good idea,” Corano said.
I wanted to argue, to say we’d begin immediately. Maggie was on that ship, and the sooner we started, the sooner we could get her out. But reason won out.
It would do no good to attempt and fail at a rescue. The fewer crew on hand, the fewer who might poke holes in our story. And the fewer we’d have to fight, if it came to that.
I took a deep breath and thought it through. Nowak expected to have the new stove to us by eleven or twelve. That meant deliveries would necessarily start soon. I wouldn’t have to worry about Maggie going missing; Reginald set that up for four.
But if Nowak’s delivery people showed up before we got there – or worse, while we were onboard, pretending to be working for Nowak – that could be a problem.
I threw a glance around us, at the half empty room. No one could overhear me, I decided. “We need to make sure Nowak’s people don’t reach the ship until after we’re out,” I said.
“Leave it to me,” Syd replied. “I should be able to replicate Captain Misanti’s voice using the recording I took as a sample. I will arrange a pickup for tonight.
“Then I will contact the Monarch, imitating Mr. Nowak, and tell them to expect Zeldar Deliveries this morning.”
A sudden swarm of gratitude washed over me. I had no idea how I’d do any of this without Syd – without any of the crew. I wouldn’t have a hope in hell, without all of them. “Perfect. Thank you, Syd. Thank you all.” My voice faltered, and I found myself on the verge of tears.
Ria squeezed my hand again. Frank and Corano murmured, “Of course,” and, “Anytime, Katherine.”
I took a few deep, steadying breaths. I needed to collect myself, to push these emotions aside for the time being. I could parse them later. I could cry my heart out if I needed to.
But not now. Now, I needed to focus on getting Maggie out.
I had a fortifying breakfast of egg pudding and more coffee than any human should consume in one sitting. Syd, meanwhile, confirmed that he’d arranged everything with Misanti and Nowak.
The appliance man proved to be as flustered as ever, and not remotely pleased with the news. He gave Syd an earful about waiting customers, and threatened to take his business elsewhere in the future. About two minutes later, he rang through to my communicator, explaining the delay and apologizing profusely.
I’d assured him it was all fine. “The crew will be happy with the added shore leave,” I said – as if the Black Flag was still docked and waiting for the delivery, and not hiding somewhere in the deep, waiting to back us up if we needed the assistance.
Not long after, a second call came to my comm, this one from Adamik. He explained the situation all over again and offered the same apologies. I set his mind at ease too and rang off.
Then, when we’d all finished breakfast, I checked with Syd. “We ready to proceed?”
“Three shipments have already left,” he said. “Canned goods for one of the restaurants, bolts of linens to a clothier’s shop, and discount handbags to one of the bazar sellers.
“The clothier and bazar deliveries were taken by crewmembers. The restaurant sent its own crew and truck.”
A pang of fear shot through me. What if we’d gotten it wrong? What if Reginald had changed his mind, and enlisted someone else to grab Maggie? A truck could conceal a person. “Did you – did you see the delivery?”
“I did. Twenty-five boxes of canned grape leaves, twenty-five cases of preserved Algurian pig livers, fifty sacks of Turelian flour, and a hundred bottles of Kudarian wine. All taken out on a loading pallet and transferred to the truck.”
Then, as if realizing the import of my question, he added, “None of the cases were large enough to hold a person.”
I nodded, but my sense of urgency returned anew. “I don’t want to wait any longer. Let’s do this.”
“Agreed,” Syd said. “Better to return before the delivery crews.”
Syd had already ditched his placards when we emerged from the café. He trundled up beside us, saying in a strange mechanical voice, “This unit awaits your commands, Ms. Franz.”
I blinked, doing a doubletake to ensure we really had run into Syd, and not some other battlebot of the same model. I could see the familiar modifications to his chassis, where he’d upgraded basic armor and armaments, and the scars he’d picked up over the years – a little ding in his upper chassis where an old-fashioned bullet had flattened against him, a scratch from a careless mechanic, and so on.
He had adopted the default Via Robotics voice, the kind older models came equipped with right off the factory floor. But it was Syd alright.
“There you are,” I said, in Connie’s imperious tones. “Follow me.”
“Affirmative.”
We made our way along the docks until we got to the Monarch. She was a mid-sized cargo vessel, not pretty exactly, but a good, newish specimen. The kind of ship that would be an engineer’s dream to maintain, with new parts, high quality systems, and easy upkeep.
Not that I was critical of the Black Flag. The old girl had gotten us all through more sticky situations and touch and go patches than any dozen ships might have done. But the idea of a fresh ship, without decades worth of repairs from countless engineers before me, had an undeniable appeal, in a wouldn’t that be nice way.
I walked up the gangplank with Corano at my heels, and the rest of the crew followed a few steps behind. A young man in coveralls met us at the entry. “You the delivery crew for Chesterfield’s?”
“No,” I said. “I’m Connie Franz, of Zeldar Deliveries.” He stared blankly, so I added, “Here for Mr. Nowak’s order.”
“Oh, right. I heard there was some kind of confusion about that this morning.”
“So I gathered.”
“Well, you’d better follow me. I think that’s all in cargobay six, but the boss’ll fill you in.”
He led us into a series of gray halls, stopping outside a door. Pressing the intercom panel, he said, “Boss? I got the Zeldar Delivery folks.”
No answer came through, but in a moment the door opened, and a woman with dark circles under her eyes stepped out. She passed a quick glance over us before her eyes settled on me. “You must be the Franz woman I was told to expect?”
“That’s me,” I said, allowing myself to visibly bristle a little at her curtness. “I was told to speak to the captain. Is she in?”
A flash of annoyance crossed her face, but a moment later a grin replaced it. “Sorry. Rough morning, with all these last-minute changes to the schedule. But it’s cargobay six. Tank here can take you. I’ll just need a signature before you go. He can collect that too.”
With that, she nodded a farewell, and the young man – Tank – took over. He led us down another labyrinth of halls, terminating at a great cargo door. “You got some kind of cart or something? There’s a lot of appliances in this order.”
I gestured vaguely toward Syd. “We have a rental on the way, but the robot can get them off the ship.”
“This unit stands ready to assist,” Syd piped up in the chipper artificial tones he’d adopted.
Tank shrugged, like he didn’t really care one way or the other. “Right. Well, stuff’s in here.” He punched in a code – 0123 – and the bay door opened to reveal a smallish space stacked with crates and boxes. “It’s all Nowak’s.”
Shit, I thought. That is a big order. Aloud, I said, “Excellent. K’itari, you and the robot unload. AB, you can – well, do whatever you can to help. Bel, I want you monitoring inventory.”
Corano agreed with an eager deference, Ria grunted, Frank bowed his head, and Syd said, “This unit will comply. Beginning: compliance.”
Tank watched for a few moments as Frank loaded Sydney’s metal arms with a stack of microwaves. Finally, he said, “Right. Well, I’ll need a signature before you go, but otherwise, have at it.”
He tapped the comm panel on the inside of the wall. “If you need me, ping me. I’m channel 13.”
“Got it,” I said, curbing the urge to thank him. Connie Franz didn’t do polite. So instead, I barked out a warning to Frank. “Dammit K’itari, watch what you’re doing. You drop one of those, and it’s coming out of your pay.
“And AB, stop standing there, and check on the damned truck. If it’s not here by time we’re done unpacking, they’re going to be hearing from me. Make sure they know that.”
At which point, Tank beat a hasty retreat.
Corano smiled. “Nicely done, Katherine. It’s not often I’ve seen a grown man terrified, but that definitely did it.”
“I don’t blame him,” I said. “I scared myself a little.”
“We should check the other bays,” Frank said.
I shook my head. “Keep working. They’ve got surveillance cams in here.”
“Where?”
“Above the door,” Syd answered, in his own voice this time, “and in the right corner opposite the door.”
“Shit. I hope they don’t have audio monitoring,” Ria said
“I do not think so. The added expense would be hard to justify for a cargo bay when visual surveillance is all they truly need anyway.”
“That,” I agreed, “and Tank would be back here already if they did.”
“So what’s the plan?” Frank asked.
“Syd, can you get a reading on life signs in the ship?”
“Affirmative. I count eight persons: two on the bridge, one in the captain’s office, and five spread throughout the ship in various locations.”
“Anyone around the cargo bays?”
“Affirmative,” he said again. “Four persons in the vicinity of the cargo bays.”
“Dammit.” That complicated things. It meant we wouldn’t have free run of the bays, for starters. If we went exploring, we ran the risk of bumping into anyone. But it also meant that we couldn’t know if Maggie was in this area of the ship at all.
A single life sign might indicate a prisoner. But four life signs? That could mean anything from four prisoners to four crewmen and no prisoners.
“Let us proceed with the work,” Sydney advised. “And take the opportunity to investigate those life signs as we do so.”
I hesitated. We were here, with Maggie close by. I didn’t want to go on with this charade longer than necessary.
“He’s right,” Corano said. “If she’s not in the bays, we’re going to need time to locate her. And we can’t do that if we have already alerted them to our presence.”
“Fine. But – let’s do this as quickly as we can.”
“In that case,” Ria said. “I really should see about renting a truck. It’ll look awfully suspicious if we pile a bunch of appliances outside without a vehicle for transport.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Ria forked over an astonishing sum but got priority service. She claimed our prior rental had fallen through, and the company was glad to fill the void they imagined left by their rival.
We had the rental by time Syd walked the second load out.
My – Connie’s – reputation as a Grade A bitch seemed to have spread like wildfire, because no one bothered us. No one came to check on us, and the few times we did meet crew members in the halls, they scuttled out of sight as soon as possible.
Mission accomplished, on that front anyway.
As far as locating Maggie, progress proved slower. One of the life signs Syd originally observed made a slow, winding circuit of the cargo area, passing bay six with a curious glance before scurrying off under my scowling gaze.
Not Maggie.
Syd observed the heat signatures of the remaining three while we worked. Two seemed to be seated, showing little signs of movement beyond taking a few steps. The third was larger and moved more frequently and across greater distances.
“They’re all human,” Syd said. “One male and two females, I think. The male and one of the females are together in a small space. The remaining female is by herself.”
“You think the guy is guarding the woman?” Ria asked.
“It’s possible. He seems to be pacing, or perhaps patrolling.”
“After what happened to Jefferson, they may consider it prudent to keep a guard on the captain at all times,” Corano posited. “I know I would, if I meant to cross her.”
I nodded. Maggie was a force to be reckoned with. “Right. So we start there, with the pair.”
“What if the guard’s armed?” Frank asked.
“If Maggie’s in there, we use any means necessary to get her out.”
“There could be legal repercussions,” Corano warned. “We are here under false pretenses, grabbing a shipment that doesn’t belong to us, even if we aren’t planning to keep it – essentially, trespassing and theft.”
“We’re rescuing a kidnapped crew member,” I said. “Abduction is more serious than whatever crimes we’re committing.”
“Agreed. But in the eyes of the law, the one does not erase the other. I’m not suggesting we die rather than defend ourselves. Only that, if we can avoid adding manslaughter to our list of charges, we do so.”
I had the feeling he was urging me to avoid any impulse toward revenge, and not entirely without reason. “Don’t worry. I won’t shoot unless I have to.”
He nodded, and Ria said, “I’ll go first.”
“Why?”
“Because if we’re wrong, it’ll look less suspicious if only one of us shows up. We don’t want to set the whole ship on the alert while we’re trying to find the captain.”
She had a good point, but the alternative was at least as problematic. “And if we’re right, and the guard has a gun?”
She flashed a grin. “He’d better shoot fast.”
Ria switched her comms on and stalked out of the bay following Syd’s directions. She was headed three cargo bays down from us, across a hall, and to the next bay over.
We listened to the clank, clank of her boots on the steel grating. She wasn’t approaching this as a stealth operation, but rather stomping around in character. Which made sense, since the ship had cameras all through the cargo bays: stealth wasn’t much of an option when you were always on camera.
But if instead of skulking around she marched toward her destination, she’d look less out of place. Like she was going somewhere she meant to go and had every right to go.
The sound of her clomping changed very little. Sometimes, I’d hear an echo that I hadn’t before, and then it would disappear. I wished now we had some kind of video feed, so we could all watch.
Of course, if Captain Misanti glanced at her security footage, that’d be a dead giveaway.
I wrapped my arms tight around myself, hiding my ring-clad fingers so I would resist the urge to nervously chew at my nails. A disgusting habit, and one I’d mostly shaken. But it still came out in moments like this.
Then, suddenly, a voice piped up over the comm. A man’s voice. “You with Chesterfield’s crew?”
Ria’s answered, in the pugnacious tones she’d adopted for AB. “Do I look like a Chesterfield?”
The man sounded taken aback. “Uh. Who are you then? What are you doing?”
“I’m looking for the loo.”
“You’re what?”
“Looking for the toilet,” a second female voice – not Maggie’s – explained.
At the same time, Ria said, “I need to piss. You do have a toilet around here, I assume?”
“Oh. Right,” the guy said. “Sure. Just down the hall, that way.”
Ria tromped off, the sound of her boots ringing out loud as ever as she went. Then a door clanged, and a whispered voice came across the comm. “It wasn’t the captain. Just some woman, waiting with a guy. They’re in a room full of cleaning products. Industrial mops and mop bins, cleaning solutions, gloves – they had boxes of all if it.”
“It must be for Chesterfield’s Janitorial & Household Cleaning Supplier,” Syd said. “I encountered someone advertising their products last night on the boardwalk. Passing out samples of cleaning wipes.”
I ignored this tidbit and focused on our next move. “You should come back, Ria, and we can figure out how to get to the next bay.”
“I disagree,” Syd said. “She is very near the third heat signature. I propose Ria continues her investigation.”
“Good idea,” she said. “There’s no way to get around the Chesterfield crew: they’re sitting in their bay with the door open. They’ll notice anyone who approaches, and I’m out of excuses.”
“They’ll notice if you don’t come back, too,” I pointed out.
“Then I’d better hurry. Syd, which way do I go?”
He gave her hurried directions, and she left the bathroom – not stomping this time, but padding along quietly.
She continued in relative silence for a space before Syd said, “Fifty feet on your left.”
“There’s a door there,” she whispered. “But it’s shut.”
“Is it locked?”
“Not sure. Let me check.”
A few moments later, the shrill beep of a denied entry attempt came through the comm. “It’s locked. There’s a pad to enter a PIN. I assume that opens the door.”
“Try 0123,” I said. “That’s what Tank used to open this one.”
Four low, electronic tones sounded as she entered the code, and then the shrill beep as the system rejected it. “No good.”
“Go with 9876,” I said. Whatever security experts might caution, people often opted for easy – and easy to guess – security PINs. Some people chose dates – anniversaries, birth dates, and so on. Others picked sequences or repeating numbers: 0000, 1234, and so on.
Bay six had used 0123. Maybe the other bays used different but similarly memorable codes.
Four low beeps and one shrill one followed. “Not it.”
“Shit,” I said. That was two attempts. Most security systems would trigger an alarm after a certain number of failures – especially the kind you put on doors when you carried illegal cargo, like kidnapping victims.
If this was a three strikes system, we had one shot left. Even at five attempts, and even if we stuck to easy guesses, we had a lot of numbers to pick from, and a lot of chances to sound an alarm.
“What cargo bay is it?” Syd asked.
“What?”
“Is there a number listed for the cargo bay?”
“Yeah, twenty-two.”
“Try 4567,” Syd instructed.
I glanced at him. “You sure?”
“I am not certain, no. But I have a theory. The code for bay six was 0123. A sequence that, when the digits are added, equals six. If I am correct, each door will be governed by a sequence where no digit, except zero, is repeated more than once, and where the combined total of digits equals the number posted.”
The same four tones sounded over the comm, and I held my breath at the last one, waiting for the inevitable denial. But a ding sounded instead.
“I’m in,” Ria breathed.
“Be careful,” Corano cautioned.
We heard a quiet door slide open, and then nothing for a long moment. “There’s no lights on in here,” Ria said. “It’s completely dark, except for the light coming in from the door.”
“What the hell?” I wondered.
“Do you see anything?” Corano prompted. “Or anyone?”
“No, nothing but a shipping container in the center of the bay.”
“There’s definitely a person in there,” Syd told her. “I can see the heat signature, approximately ten feet away from yours.”
“That’s the shipping container,” she said, her tone low and grave. “Kay, I think we found Maggie. I think she’s in that damned container.”
The declaration left me reeling. I’d known she would be here. I’d know we would find her. But the idea of Maggie, a prisoner? Maggie, locked in a shipping container?
Frank rested a hand on my shoulder, and I blinked up at him. “What’s our next move, Kay?” he asked.
I stared blankly at him, at the strange face tattoo covering his familiar features, at his worried eyes.
Was she okay, my Maggie? What would we find, when we figured out how to open that damned container?
All at once, Syd said, “Incoming. Ria, is there a keypad on the inside of the cargo bay?”
“Yes.”
“Close the door and stay put. The rest of you, get to work.”
Frank moved to the nearest stack of boxes and busied himself with unloading. “You going to get your hands dirty yourself, pretty boy?” he asked Corano.
Corano glanced up, pulled from some private reverie of his own. “Me? Oh, yes. Oh yes, of course. If you think I can help.”
He sounded so strange, so unlike himself that I felt my own stupor falling away. He wasn’t Corano anymore. This was Tuyari Bel.
And I was Connie Franz. “Of course it’ll help,” I barked. “And why isn’t that stupid girl back yet? What do you think I’m paying you people for?”
Tank and a crew of humans and humanoids walked by. They wore coveralls with the name Chesterfield’s Janitorial & Household Cleaning Supplier embroidered on their backs: a slew of tiny block letters, all crammed together.
Some cast wary glances our way, and others curious ones – the kind of looks people give when passing wrecks. Not without reason, as I’d set to work chewing out my subordinates for being behind schedule with all the vigor of the best trainwrecks.
Tank was saying, “Tina and Gary’ll be glad you’re here.” He studiously avoided glancing our way, I noticed. “You’re their last job, and then they’re off for the rest of the week.”
One of the humanoids laughed, and another said, “Must be nice.”
Sydney trundled out as they passed, carrying a set of chest freezers. Frank followed with a pair of microwaves, and Corano set to work stacking boxes and making a great show of huffing and puffing with exertion.
The voices of the Chesterfield crew grew fainter. A moment later, Tank scurried by, still avoiding eye contact with me. Then the sounds of machinery sounded from down the way.
“We’ll keep working,” Corano whispered. “They’re probably loading some kind of delivery sled or forklift. As soon as they go by, we’ll head down to Ria.”
It seemed an interminable wait. Sydney trundled back and forth, taking load after load. Frank followed, carrying what he could and moving at a leisurely pace, like he was in no hurry at all.
I broke the silence now and again with a complaint, but mostly stayed out of their way. I wished there was something I could do, if only to take my mind off that shipping container. But Connie Franz wasn’t the type to get her hands dirty, and I didn’t want to raise anyone’s suspicions by stepping out of character.
More to the point, I didn’t want the work to pass too quickly. We needed a reason to remain on the ship until we’d gotten Maggie out.
Then a loud mechanical roar echoed down the hallway. Shortly thereafter, an industrial cargo cart stacked high with boxes thundered past. The Chesterfield crew followed on foot a minute later.
“That’s our cue,” Corano said once they’d passed. “Let’s find Ria and Maggie.”
“Let’s hope the cargo bay is empty,” Frank said. “Otherwise, we’ll have a job of explaining what the hell we’re doing.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight

It was. We passed no one in the hall, and reached bay twenty-two without incident. I entered the code with a hand that trembled, and waited for the door to slide open. Then we all stepped into the darkness, closing the door after ourselves.
“I’ve been examining the crate,” Ria told us, flashing a pocket light over the mechanism. “Looks like a padlock over a set of sliding bars, but no seals or traps.”
“Do we have a bolt cutter?” I asked
“Allow me,” Syd said, trundling over. He produced a thin appendage from which sprang a searing red light. The light bored through the lock, and it clattered to the ground.
Ria and Frank stepped up at the same moment to pull back the bars, one at the top and the other the bottom of the crate. Corano pulled the door back.
And in the narrow beam of Ria’s pocket light, a dark ball of fury sprang forth from the interior.
I heard a scream, full of menace and anger. Maggie’s scream.
And then something bowled me over, sending me careening onto the hard floor. At the same time, Syd’s voice called out, “Captain, it’s Katherine and your crew. Stand down.”
Someone hit the lights, and I blinked into Maggie’s face right as it morphed from murderous fury into uncomprehending relief. In one hand, she held a rough shiv fashioned out of some kind of cutlery – and it had come perilously close to my throat. With the other, she shielded her eyes from the overhead light.
As she recognized me, though, the shiv clattered to the floor. Maggie threw her arms around me in a bear hug. “Kay. Oh my God, Kay.”
I hardly had time to process any of what had just happened, except for one crucial fact: I’d found Maggie.
I clasped her to me, half-choked with sobs. “Oh Maggie. Maggie, you’re alive.”
“Look, I don’t mean to be that guy, but we need to go,” Frank said. “If Misanti checks her security feed, we’re toast.”
“He is right,” Sydney put in. “Are you well enough to move, Captain?”
“I’m fine,” she said, pushing up and extending a hand to me so we could both rise. I saw her more fully now. She still winced at the light, and she had a few scabbed over scrapes and the yellowish purple remnants of a large, hand-shaped bruise on her face. Her clothes were filthy, and her hair looked like it hadn’t been washed since I’d seen her last.
But she looked well, or as well as could be expected under the circumstances.
“We need to go,” I said. “We’ll call the admiralty, and –”
“No,” she interrupted. “No, I’m not going anywhere.”
I stared at her. “What are you talking about? Of course you have to go, Mags. They’re taking you to Templeton.”
“I know. That’s exactly why I need to stay. I need to get back in that container and let them take me wherever they’re going. It’s the only way anyone will get through his defenses. I need to kill that fucker.”
“They’re planning to take you to The Manor,” Corano put in. “And from what I hear, no one who goes there leaves again. Not of their own volition.”
“Let’s just call Admiral Meddling,” I said. “He can arrest Misanti, and we can get out of here.”
“To hell with Misanti,” Maggie said. “Don’t you see? Misanti, that son-of-a-bitch who kidnapped me, Wilkes – they’re all just pawns. It’s Templeton we need to get. And until we do, he’s going to keep on killing and ordering kidnappings and whatever else he wants. The admiralty – they’ve got nothing on him. Every time they think they’ve got him, he wriggles out of their clutches.
“There’s one way he goes down. And that’s someone taking him down.”
Maybe she was right. I didn’t know, and honestly, I didn’t care. There was no way in hell I was letting her walk into a trap of Templeton’s making.
“We’re leaving,” I said firmly. “We’ll figure out Templeton later. But for now, we’re going.”
At which precise moment the door swung open, just in time for Captain Misanti – gun in hand – to hear me say, “We’re going.”
She glanced Maggie over curiously, but said, “No, you’re not, Ms. Franz. You’re not going anywhere.” Then, her eyes returning to Maggie, she asked, “And who the hell is this?”
I started to say that Maggie was who we’d come to rescue; Maggie declared Misanti should damned well know who she was kidnapping; and Syd said, in his even tones, “I advise you to lower the weapon, Captain. I am faster, more accurate, and more heavily armed than you, and I will not hesitate to destroy you should you continue to threaten my crew. You will be dead long before you fire.”
Misanti blinked, seeming to really take in Syd for the first time. “You’re not a utility bot.”
“No. I’m a Via Robotics battlebot, and my primary mission is to protect my crew. By whatever means necessary.” Then he added one of his standard, pre-programmed disclaimers. “Via Robotics is not liable for injuries inflicted by this unit in the exercise of assigned duties within mission parameters.”
Oddly enough, the disclaimer seemed to do the trick. Misanti lowered her weapon. “Who the hell are you people?” she demanded. “You don’t work for Nowak.”
“Obviously,” Ria snorted. “We’re here to rescue our captain. After you kidnapped her.”
Misanti’s eyes took in Maggie, and then the shipping container behind us. “Fuck,” was all she said.
“By the powers afforded me under charter with the Union, I’m placing you under arrest for accessory to kidnapping,” Maggie said.
“Fuck,” Misanti said again. “That son of a bitch Wilkes. She didn’t tell me it was a person.”
“Bullshit,” Maggie said, taking a step toward the other woman.
But I touched a hand to her arm to stop her. I remembered Misanti’s conversation earlier with Reginald. She’d talked about a “package.” She’d said, “whatever it is.”
Oh, she might have had a guess as to what kind of cargo she was transporting. But I believed that she didn’t know.
“If you’re so cut up about it,” I said, “you can turn evidence on Templeton.”
Her face went pale, and she shook her head. “Never. You might as well just shoot me.”
“Suits me,” Ria said, producing a pistol from her concealed holster.
“Wait,” Maggie ordered. “She’s not getting off so easily. If she doesn’t want to turn evidence, she can do time for kidnapping.”
“You were found with the kidnap victim on your ship, in a prison constructed to conceal her,” Corano observed. “You’ll be an old woman before you see freedom. And that’s if the judge is lenient during sentencing. You may be a dead woman before you see the outside of a cell.”
Beads of perspiration dotted her brow. “Look, I didn’t know. They told me I had to drop the unit off here, but they didn’t tell me what – who – was on it.”
“So tell Meddling that,” I urged.
She shook her head again, though. “No way. If I’m lucky, I’ll end up dead. If I’m not – well, it’ll be me in the box.”
“Now there’s an idea,” Syd exclaimed, with an unusual burst of enthusiasm.
“What is?” I asked.
“Do you trust me, Katherine?”
“Of course.”
“Very well. Captain Misanti, drop your weapon.”
She was still clutching the lowered pistol, and now she tensed. “Why?”
“Because you’re about to be placed under arrest.”
“I didn’t know,” she tried again.
“Don’t make me shoot you,” Syd warned.
She still hesitated, as if weighing which would be worse: a lifetime in prison, or a quick end here and now.
Syd must have sensed the dilemma in her hesitation, the same as I did. He said, “I won’t kill you. I’ll disarm you, and you’ll be taken into custody with a hand that may never function again. Your choice, Captain.”
An ugly scowl crossed Misanti’s face – one of those expressions that defined the phrase if looks could kill. But she dropped the pistol, and it clattered harmlessly to the floor.
“Search her,” Syd ordered. “Remove her comm device, her shoelaces, and anything that she might use to harm herself or anyone else.”
Corano glanced at Maggie, who nodded. Then he did as Syd ordered, relieving the captive of a knife, shoelaces, and a belt in addition to her mobile comm unit.
“Excellent,” Syd declared. “Now, place her in the shipping container, and lock the door after her.”
Which, with another glance at Maggie for confirmation – confirmation that came far less readily this time – Corano and Frank did. After the door clanged shut, and they slid the bars back in place, Maggie asked, “What are we doing, Syd?”
Syd closed the bay door before addressing the question – and a good thing too, as Misanti began to beat against the sides of the container. If she was screaming, I couldn’t tell. The heavy steel muffled her voice somewhat, but the thudding of her pounding fists would have echoed all down the hall.
“I believe we have three options: first, call in the admiralty, and let them handle it. In which case, we can wait until they pick up Captain Misanti, who – in a show of cosmic poetic justice, is neatly contained in the very prison in which she transported you, Magdalene.”
“Let’s do it,” I said.
“What are the other choices?” Maggie asked.
“We can pursue your desired course of action, Captain, and put you back in the shipping container and hope that you will be able to handle Templeton’s men on your own. We would also need to contain or terminate Misanti, and hope that no one notices her disappearance.”
Everyone but Maggie offered up their disagreement with that plan, and she remained silent. I had the feeling that she, having savored a few moments of freedom, had no desire to give it up again, especially on a plan with such terrible odds.
“And thirdly,” Syd went on, ignoring our dissent, “and the option which I myself would urge us to strongly consider: we enlist the help of the unwilling captive to bring Templeton down.”
“Misanti?” Maggie asked. “She already said she wouldn’t help.”
“So she did,” Syd agreed. “But that was before we stuffed her into that putrid-smelling prison, and offered her an equally terrifying option – but one with no eventual payoff, like she’d see from cooperating.”
“What option?” Frank asked.
“What payoff?” Maggie demanded.
“If she refuses to cooperate, we leave her in the shipping container. Reginald shows up at the appointed hour and hauls it off. He’ll hear the commotion, of course, but he’ll suppose that’s you, Captain. Then when she arrives at The Manor, she’ll have to explain how she lost her prisoner and imperiled Templeton’s operation. I do not think it will go well with her.”
“No,” I agreed. “Neither do I.”
“Whereas if she chooses to cooperate with us, then we can give her what she wants most: her freedom. From the shipping container, obviously, but from Templeton. Whatever leverage he has against her, it won’t do him any good when he’s dead.”




Chapter Twenty-Nine

I could see a million gaps in his plan and told him so. To which the ever-literal Syd replied that he suspected this to be a gross exaggeration, but he urged me to expound upon them anyway.
My objections were, chiefly, that we could not be sure of Misanti’s loyalty. She might – indeed, given her terror of Templeton, probably would – agree to the scheme, and then double cross us at the first opportunity.
Secondly, that even if we could somehow secure her participation, I refused to let Maggie back into that crate under any circumstance for any reason.
And thirdly, well, I wanted to be done with this whole business as soon as possible. This was the admiralty’s job, or the Justice Department’s – whoever, as long as it wasn’t the Black Flag’s.
Syd heard me in silence, and then said, “You misunderstand me, Katherine. I have no intention of trusting Captain Misanti, or of requiring Magdalene to resume her imprisonment. Reginald will expect the container to hold a female prisoner. He may even scan for life signs. We will give him a female prisoner: Misanti.”
“But why would she cooperate if she’s being traded over anyway?”
“Because she will have little say in the matter. I will be in the shipping container with her. We will return her comm unit. She will order her men to have the container ready for transport. She will answer Reginald’s calls by voice alone. She will say what is required, because she fears death.”
“What about you? What if someone figures it out, while you’re trapped in a shipping container?”
“I am well-armored and well-armed. It will go ill with whoever disrupts our plan, not me.”
At which point, my most pressing objections adequately answered, I heard him out.
It was a madcap scheme, but, in classic Sydney fashion, brilliant too. So brilliant I thought it might actually work. Maggie declared herself onboard. So did Frank and Ria. Corano alone had reservations, preferring to hand the entire business over to the authorities.
But in the end, outvoted as he was, he said he’d go along with it. “If I could conceive of an alternative plan that did not involve vigilante action, I would not agree. But I fear we either act, or Templeton continues to escape justice. Better vigilante justice than none. You may count me in.”
So it was decided. We opened the shipping container, and Misanti spilled out, her knuckles bloody and her face flushed. We told her what would be required, and what her options were.
At first, she flat-out refused. But faced with the prospect of failing Templeton, and suffering his wrath, she folded.
It was extortion, certainly. But she’d accepted the shipping container and locked it up out of earshot of the crew. Even if she didn’t know for certain what kind of cargo she had, she wasn’t stupid. She’d put it in a cargobay all by itself, where no one could hear Maggie hammering at the walls.
Playing a role in Templeton’s downfall was the least she could do in the circumstances.
After we secured her cooperation, we handed her comm unit to Sydney, and ushered them both back into the container. I hadn’t really taken a good look at the interior until that point.
My stomach lurched at the sight of it. Boxes of protein bars and cases of water bottles sat at one end of the interior. Aside from a dirty blanket and a five-gallon pail for waste, the place was empty. Empty, and dark.
And that – this horrible, stinking, lightless cell – was where Maggie had spent her confinement.
Captain Misanti was getting off easy indeed.
Then we secured the shipping container to its original condition, sans the padlock – that, Frank slipped into his pocket. Maggie slung a jacket over her shoulders and kept her head down as we headed back to bay six.
We had a few more boxes to load, but Syd had tackled the worst of it. So, with Maggie in the midst of our little group, we ferried the last boxes to the truck. While the rest of the crew ducked into the cab, I signed off on Nowak’s delivery. Or, Connie signed off.
Tank accepted the signature, wished me a good day, and got away as fast as he could. Which was good, because my nerves were so frazzled that I wasn’t sure I could have kept up the role much longer.
Syd, meanwhile, opened a line to our comm units, informing us that Captain Misanti was about to make her first call – this one to Tank, to prep him to get the container ready for the afternoon pickup.
Maggie gave him the go-ahead, and Frank drove slowly – just in case Syd needed to bust out of the container and make a quick getaway from the Monarch.
We held our breath as we heard Misanti speak. “Tank? Captain here.”
“Perfect timing, Cap. Those refrigerator people finally cleared out, and I got the Dragon Lady’s John Hancock.”
“What did I tell you about the slang?”
“Right. Sorry. I got her signature.”
“I know what you meant. I was…nevermind.” Misanti sighed. The aggravation ebbed from her tone, and a focus entered it when she spoke again. “Look, that shipping container in bay twenty-two?”
“Pickup’s at four, right?”
“Yeah. I want you to make sure it’s ready. Load it onto a covered sled. We’ll let the client take the sled and bring it back.”
“Signature required?”
“No. This one’s off the books. Don’t worry. He’ll bring the sled back.”
Tank made a grunting sound. “Hope so, boss. Those things ain’t cheap.”
“He’ll bring the sled back,” she said again. “Just, get it ready for him. Keep the keys in the sled, and the sled at the loading bay door.”
“Okay. You’re the boss.”
Syd’s voice carried across the line. “Good job, Captain.”
“Go to hell, robot. You and all those morons you’re working with.”
I handed the next part of the plan over to Frank, who accompanied us to the hotel long enough to wash away his tattoo and change his clothes. Then he took the truck, heading first to one of the Korinthian fighters, and then to Nowak’s.
He’d leave our stove with the fighter, and then tell Mr. Nowak that there’d been some kind of colossal mix up, and the Monarch had delivered the entire inventory to the Black Flag rather than just the stove.
Our hope was that the ever-flustered businessman would put this down to another twist in the already bumpy road he’d traveled with the Monarch. But, with no harm done, he’d move on to other, more pressing matters.
If not, if we miscalculated and he wanted to chew Misanti out, well, that was fine too. Whether Syd entrusted the call to her or took it himself, I wasn’t worried. Misanti wouldn’t risk her life over some appliances, and Syd had already satisfactorily imitated the captain to Nowak once already.
While Frank was doing that, I focused on Mags. So far, we’d been preoccupied with rescuing her and making plans. Now, I wanted to make sure she was alright. I wanted to know what had happened. I wanted to make sure she had everything she needed after her long confinement.
She said she wanted takeout – the biggest helpings of everything on the menu, and she didn’t care where from – and a bath. “I haven’t had a shower since Andor Station. And I smell like it. Get me food, clean clothes, and let me shower – and I’ll tell you everything as soon as I’m out, okay?”
And with that, I decided to be content for the time being. Ria went out to get the food, and I laid out clothes for her.
She didn’t emerge from the shower for a good forty-five minutes, and when she did, her skin looked pink with scrubbing. The bruise was still there, but the grease and dirt had gone. Her hair, though wet, had regained some of its old luster, and her skin and nails shone clean.
Ria returned shortly after Maggie emerged, and the timing proved perfect: Mags fell on the boxes and cartons ravenously. She took a bite from a burger, only to swap to a mouthful of pasta, followed up by a piece of grilled chicken, and so on.
All the while, she talked between mouthfuls. She told us how Jefferson had attacked her on the way out of the admiralty meeting, as we’d seen on the surveillance video. She’d woken onboard his ship sometime later but pretended to be unconscious.
Fearing no retaliation, he’d been careless. She attacked him, killing him in the process of escaping – only to find Wilkes and two others, all with guns, waiting for her. They’d drugged her again, and when she awoke next, she’d been in the shipping container.
They’d taken her suit and left her with a blanket. In the beginning, they’d brought her meals – slop on a tray or in a bowl. She’d pocketed a piece of cutlery from one of these, to fashion into the shiv she’d almost used on me. There’d been a light, too.
Then, things had changed. There were no more meal deliveries. They brought a box of protein bars, a few cases of water, and took the light – and she hadn’t seen a soul since, until we showed up.
“That must have been before they transferred me to the Monarch,” she concluded, “since you say this Misanti isn’t one of theirs. Not the way Wilkes is, anyway.”
“They wouldn’t have told her their cargo was human,” Corano agreed. “Not that it would take much guesswork to deduce. But there’s a mental gulf between guessing and knowing – a gulf humans tend to put a good deal of weight on, as it suits them.”
“Save the lectures, Professor,” Ria said, elbowing him lightly. “Point is, she had plausible deniability this way. Even if she inferred – and she did – that she was engaged in human trafficking, she didn’t know.”
Maggie drank down a large sip of a milkshake. “God, that’s good. I’d forgotten just how good garbage food tasted. But I think you’re right. Plus, no meal deliveries meant no one catching sight of me.”
“More plausible deniability, for Misanti and her entire crew. Even if the admiralty ever made it as far as questioning them, they could say they had never seen you. Without lying.”
She had rationed her food and water, she said, not knowing how long they meant to keep her in captivity, or how long she’d even been there. “They took all my devices, so I had no way to mark the passage of time, except by how much I ate and drank. I could get a rough idea based on how often I felt like I needed water.”
It was now that Frank sauntered into the room. He spotted Maggie, and the enormous meal laid out around her, and nodded his approval. “There you go: a Kudarian-sized appetite.”
“How’d it go with Nowak?”
“Like clockwork. He started hyperventilating. Had to check his entire inventory. Saw everything was there. Seemed relieved that the whole business was over. Oh, and I told him to forget the installation crew: we had that covered, and we had to ship out ahead of schedule anyway.”
“Good thinking.” It wouldn’t do to have people show up to install appliances, only to find out the ship had vanished. They might start asking awkward questions – and we didn’t need it getting back to Nowak that the Black Flag had been gone long before Frank came to talk to him.
We didn’t need anyone asking about the Black Flag, just in case Reginald caught wind of the questions. He, surely, would think it more than a coincidence that we’d shown up and vanished directly before him.
“Good job, Frank,” Maggie said. Some of her usual color seemed to be coming back, and a familiar earnest settled in her gaze. “Good work, all of you. Honestly. I didn’t think I was going to make it out of there alive. I didn’t think anyone would be able to find me.”
“I don’t believe Katherine would have allowed us to give up, whatever the odds,” Syd piped up over the comms.
Maggie met my eyes, a tender expression in her own. “I should have known.”
“It was a team effort,” I said, in part because it was true – I wouldn’t have gotten anywhere without the rest of the crew – and in part because I could already feel myself blushing.
She smiled. Then, an all-business tone taking over, she said, “Well, it’ll be a team effort taking that son of a bitch out, anyway.”
“Indeed,” Syd chimed in. “I quite look forward to it.”
“I don’t know about that,” Corano said. “But I’ll be happy when it’s done, anyway.”




Chapter Thirty

After Maggie finished what she could of her king-sized meal, we made our way via a circuitous route to the fighters – being sure to keep well out of view of the Merry Fortune, lest her captain realize his mission had gone belly up.
We departed as soon as we had clearance, with two hours left before Reginald’s four o’clock pickup. We flew out of sensor range of the station and switched on stealth mode. Then, we flew back to rendezvous with the Black Flag.
We reached the ship just as Syd and Misanti were being loaded onto the Merry Fortune.
“So far all is going well,” he confirmed.
“Excellent. We will stay within comm range,” Maggie said. “But hopefully far enough away to avoid any kind of detection.”
“Careful,” Ria warned. “Don’t say that around the pointy heads. You’ll get a lecture about how Korinthian technology is lightyears ahead of any other species.’”
The crew swarmed us as we disembarked the fighters, equal parts amazement, relief and joy. Jylya wrapped Frank in a hug. Ray punched his sister in the shoulder affectionately. And everyone clapped Maggie on the back and pulled her into hugs.
Even Dave looked a little teary eyed, though he constrained himself to a gruff, “Well, good to see you made it, I guess.”
Then came the competing demands for explanations, and all of us attempting to give them in turn.
It took the crew a good two minutes to realize Sydney hadn’t disembarked with the rest of us.
“Wait a minute,” Dave called. “Where’s that bucket of bolts?”
“He stayed behind,” I said.
Which, following an initial murmur of surprise, finally elicited enough stunned silence to allow a full explanation. The crew listened with rapt attention, and the Korinthian team with obvious misgivings.
Vrysya sighed, and a few of her compatriots shook their heads. “I should have filled out a will before I left,” she said.
The crew liked the plan, though. Even Dave forewent his usual naysaying, declaring that while we might all end up dead, “Templeton isn’t about to back off now that we gave him a great big middle finger. So better to take the fight to the bastard himself, than run away so he can hunt us down later.”
Syd and Misanti reached the Merry Fortune. Tank radioed his boss to say that the package had been taken away, and the sled returned. She told him to stop nannying the ship and take his shore leave. He hadn’t seemed disappointed with the order.
Then the hours began to turn, ever so slowly. Merry Fortune stayed in dock. Reginald put in no request for departure, but, without eyes on the ground except those locked in a dark metal box, we had no way of knowing why.
Was he stocking up on supplies for The Manor? Enjoying a bit of shore leave of his own, where he could find restaurants and entertainment that presumably didn’t exist back at home base?
Or did he suspect something? Had he noticed the eight-hundred-pound change in the container’s weight, compliments of Syd joining the party? Had he scanned the crate, the way Syd had done, and spotted an expected metal interloper?
I didn’t know, and the uncertainty began to gnaw at me.
Maggie, however, seemed unfazed, predicting, “He won’t move out until morning.” The rest of us waited anyway with bated breath, but she fell asleep in her chair.
I might have left her there, except that she started to twitch and murmur in her sleep. So, gently, I shook her awake and suggested she rest. She’d hear nothing of that, though. “I’m not going anywhere until I know what his plans are.”
So we all waited, until shortly after eight that night, when he filed a departure schedule with station control. He would be departing at seven o’clock the next morning. With that bit of news, Maggie ceded the bridge.
Max took watch, with strict orders to rouse the entire ship if there were any changes to the schedule or if the Merry Fortune so much as stirred. The rescue party and most of the crew retired.
Ginny and Dave indicated that they would take a look at the new cookstove before retiring. “I’d like to get the damned thing installed,” he said. “Chubs is getting sick of microwaved food.”
Maggie kept the bathroom light on when we laid down. And though I knew she was exhausted, sleep didn’t come easily for her. She tossed and turned, and more than once pulled from near sleep with a start.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” I murmured after the second or third time.
“I’m fine.” For a moment, she lay there in silence, breathing heavily. I could feel her heart racing as I held her. Then she offered, “I will be fine, anyway. It’s just been a long time since I could close my eyes without worrying about what happens when I opened them.”
I squeezed her to me. “You’re safe now, my love.”
She leaned into my arms, pressing her body against mine. Her voice was husky with emotion when she spoke. “I know.”
We finally fell asleep like that, and went on sleeping until my alarm woke us at quarter past six. I couldn’t feel my right arm at first, but once she’d lifted her head and I started to move my fingers, I only wished I couldn’t feel it.
Spikes of icy pain shot up and down the fingers and across my palm. Maggie, however, seemed much improved by the sleep. She threw on a pot of coffee and raced around the room readying herself.
When she finally allowed herself a moment to sip the fresh brew, she sighed. “God, I forgot how good this tasted.”
I yawned and finished my own preparations. Then, we headed to the bridge together. Her eyes gleamed with anticipation. A night’s safe rest, I thought, had transformed the terrors of the past days into a kind of energy; and right now, she glowed with it.
Merry Fortune was one of six ships cleared to depart at seven, and the third in the queue, so the actual departure time ended up being five minutes after the hour.
Syd, from within his locked container, had opened a video feed to the bridge, which ran on one of the monitors. At the moment, it showed a darkened interior, lit only by a faint glow – presumably, for Misanti’s benefit.
Not that she looked to be much enjoying her situation, benefit or not. Misanti’s hair was tousled, her skin slick with perspiration, and her eyes fearful. She’d offered a half-hearted threat that she’d make us all regret this when she realized Syd had established a video channel, and then lapsed into terse silence.
Merry Fortune sped off, heading to the borders of Union space. Kereli and Frank piloted the Black Flag, in stealth mode of course, along behind it.
The feed from Syd’s dark cell didn’t change much. Misanti would start at some noise, or pace the tiny interior, or shift her position. But no one came to check on them. No one brought food or drink.
Either they wanted Maggie already weakened by hunger and dehydration, or they assumed she would make the water and granola bars from Rankoran Station last.
In the beginning, we traveled in tense silence, everyone seeming to hold his or her breath in fear that we’d be discovered. Even the best cloaking technology was imperfect. With the right combination of time, tech, and patience, it could be cracked.
At least, that’s what we’d found during the war. But Vrysya scoffed at our concerns. “You are describing Denari technology. Korinthian technology is the finest in the Union. Whatever you think this criminal may have onboard, it will not be the equal of our device.”
And so it proved. Reginald stayed the course, hour after hour, and then day after day. He didn’t change his heading or his pace. He didn’t power his weapons either. He just carried on.
Slowly, we relaxed. The plan was working. So we turned our lingering nervous energy toward planning.
The Manor was located on a dead rock of a planet with an official designation a dozen numbers and letters long. Though it was in unclaimed space – outside Union territory, in an area to which no species had laid claim – Templeton, as a Union citizen, had been required to submit a development plan demonstrating he would materially improve the world, and then, once approved, pay a nominal fee for the Union to recognize his claim.
Nominal was relative, of course. One man’s pocket change was another’s fortune – and Templeton had dropped more than pocket change to acquire the planet. But in perspective, it was chump change to lay claim to an entire world.
Terraforming had been another matter. He’d transformed a dead rock into a vibrant world, teeming with flora and fauna imported from all over known space.
There were rumors of deadly predators prowling the southern jungles, animals so dangerous they’d been hunted to near-extinction by visitors to their homeworlds and only now existed in zoos and nature preserves; rumors of plants so toxic a single drop of sap could kill a grown man; of poppies that could be distilled into substances so addictive, few could survive the withdrawals.
But they were all rumors, and The Manor existed outside of Union space – so even if they were true, and even if someone managed to get on world, get proof, and get away again, it wouldn’t matter. Not unless they could prove Templeton himself had personally broken the law to bring them there. And that would be almost impossible.
We weren’t heading there to gather evidence, though, so our interest in the predators and plants purely related to self-preservation. Nothing would put a damper on the day like stepping out of the ship just to wind up dinner for an endangered super tiger, or food for an exotic giant spider’s brood.
Of course, we had more to worry about than where to land. There was the question of whether the concealment unit would hold up to atmospheric entry. It worked like a series of mirrors, funneling an image around the cloaked object.
In deep space, it worked really well. But we hadn’t tried it in atmosphere. And though Vrysya said it would work, she made certain to point out that it had not been designed for operation in atmospheric conditions.
Which sounded an awful lot like good old fashioned CYA in action: if it worked, of course it did, because the science ministry was brilliant. If it didn’t, well, she’d covered her ass by emphasizing that we were utilizing it outside of its intended conditions.
And if the concealment unit failed while we were approaching The Manor? Well, we wouldn’t need to worry about wildlife. We’d be blasted out of the sky long before we got near enough to land for tigers or spiders to be a problem.
We didn’t need rumors to tell us that. The plans Admiral Meddling provided warned of heavy fortifications – and he’d advised us that more had likely been added since he acquired the documents.
Then there was the risk that we might not even make it to The Manor without trouble. Twice, Reginald had made his way to the shipping container, and smacked the sides of it. “Wake up, beautiful,” he’d called the first time.
Misanti had whimpered, but Syd said nothing.
“I saw your picture, you know. In our file on you. Seems a shame to carve a pretty thing like you up.” When he received no reply, he knocked on the siding again. “Hey. You awake in there?”
Syd didn’t reply.
“Need me to come check on you? Maybe warm you up a little? Got to be pretty cold in there…”
No reply. Silence settled for a long moment. Then Reginald laughed. “Suit yourself, sweetheart.”
It had taken Syd – and all of us – half an hour to calm Misanti. Only the assurance that, if Reginald opened that door, Syd would terminate him on the spot put her mind at ease.
The second time was two days later, and a day away from The Manor, just after ten at night. Reginald hammered on the shipping container, calling, “Wakey, wakey.”
Syd persisted in silence as before, but this time, Reginald didn’t back off. His comments grew more aggressive, and I assumed he read the silence as a challenge.
I assumed wrongly.
After a particular lengthy silent spell, Reginald declared, “Right. Time to see if we can make you a little more cooperative, sweetheart.”
Misanti ducked into the deepest darkness just as one of the great bars sealing the container began to slide out of place. Syd took the opposite approach. He slammed one of his appendages against the door, sending out a cascade of ringing, echoing noise.
At the same time, in Maggie’s voice, he snarled, “Try it, you son of a bitch. I fucking dare you.”
Reginald didn’t try it. He slammed the bar back in place, laughed sheepishly, and murmured something about just checking that she was still alive.
It hadn’t been the challenge, then, that egged him on. It had been the idea of a woman cowering in the dark, too afraid to answer.
“Well,” Maggie – real Maggie – declared after the noise from Syd’s feed died away, “looks like Templeton works with some real charmers.”
She spoke lightly, but I could detect the edge of tension in her voice. She would be thinking of what might have happened if we hadn’t shown up, if she’d never left that container. I reached out a hand to hers and squeezed it.
Corano said, “The sooner we eliminate Templeton and his crew, the better.”
Ria nodded. “Damned right.”
“Do what you like with the rest of them,” Frank urged, “but save Reginald for me. He’s a Kudarian. It should be a Kudarian who cleans that up.”
“If we can, he’s yours,” Maggie said. “But I’m not going to lose crew over it.”
Frank declared that, though it would be better at the hands of Kudarian, honor would be restored so long as Reginald answered for his crimes, however it happened.
It was the same night of Reginald’s second and last visit to the shipping container that we got what we hoped would be a break. Maggie and I had already fallen asleep when I got a page from the bridge.
When I answered, Max said, “Kay, I’ve got Dana Ward – you know, that Jefferson guy’s sister – on the line. She says she found something she needs to tell you. Something that might help.”
I’d told Maggie the details of our long search, and now a wary expression crossed her brow. “Did you mention me?”
“No. I didn’t know if I should. I mean, I know she seems pretty nice, but she is Jefferson’s sister.”
Then to Max I said, “Perfect. I’ll take the call, audio only on my end.”
A moment later, Dana’s face popped up on the viewscreen. She looked wide awake, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. “Katherine? Hello?”
“I’m here. Just got out of bed, so I’m audio only.”
“Oh.” She glanced out of camera view, and her eyes widened. “Shit.” Then she flushed, apologized for her language, and said, “Sorry, I didn’t even notice the hour.”
“It’s fine,” I said. “Max told me you had something for us?”
“Yes. I’m going through Duncan’s stuff – the Justice Department finally let me have it. I found something that might help you find your Maggie.”
I threw a guilty glance Maggie’s way. Everything in Dana’s expression indicated earnestness. I couldn’t believe she was one of the bad guys. On the other hand, we were almost at The Manor.
I could wait another day to tell her the full story. So I asked, “What’d you find?”
“It’s a code.” She held up what appeared to be a note to the camera, in a sprawling, messy hand. “It’s Duncan’s will. It’s very straightforward: it leaves everything to me and the kids.”
She shook her head, a sudden sheen of moisture filling her eyes. Once she regained her composure, she went on, “That’s not the important piece. What matters is, this…” She moved her finger along the document, and I squinted to figure out what she meant.
“He’s capitalized certain letters and underlined some of the numbers. Sixteen characters, at random throughout the will. I think it’s a code. Maybe a security code, or something like that.”
“But, why put it in a will?” I asked.
Her eyes gleamed. “Because I think it has to do with his boss. I think it’s a code to something at that place, what did you call it? The Manor. Maybe a security override, or something like that.
“I think Duncan left behind something, just in case the job with Templeton went south. Whatever he was, Katherine, my brother wasn’t stupid.”
I nodded absently, forgetting that she couldn’t see me. I’d gathered already that Duncan must have possessed above average intelligence, and now that his malicious handiwork had been undone and I had Maggie safe and sound beside me, I could admit it. “I still don’t understand why he’d put a code in his will, though.”
“If I’m right, he couldn’t leave a note hanging around with the access code to Templeton’s security system, could he? If one of Templeton’s guys ever saw it, he’d be done for sure.”
“Good point.”
“And even if they started to suspect him at some point, who thinks of scrutinizing someone’s will?”
It sounded plausible, if not overwhelmingly so. I could see lots of other potential explanations, but barring further information, this one worked too. “And your brother – he didn’t write like that?”
She shook her head adamantly. “No. He had terrible handwriting, but randomly capitalizing letters? Never.”
“Okay. What’s the code?”
She rattled off a sixteen-character string of random letters and numbers, and I scribbled them down and read them back to her.
“That’s it. Listen, Katherine – be careful, okay? I hope this helps you, but I don’t want to be the reason you end up dying, either.”
I promised her that I would and thanked her for the information. She wished me luck and rang off.
I turned to Maggie. “Well? What do you think?”
She stared at the code, frowning in thought. “Could be anything. This Duncan worked for other employers before Templeton. Could be something from one of them. Could be a security code he picked up along the way, for a bank or something like that – a job he figured he’d come back to, money he could retire on.”
“But he wouldn’t need to hide the code in his will for that, would he?”
“Maybe he was paranoid. The shit he did for a living, he had reason to watch his back. Or maybe it is a code for The Manor. That doesn’t mean it hasn’t changed since.”
“Yeah,” I acknowledged. “But The Manor is pretty locked down. Maybe they don’t feel the need to change the code often, because only the people who are supposed to have it do. And who wants to relearn a sixteen-character code if they don’t have to?”
She shook her head. “I’m not saying this isn’t the code for the front door. Maybe it is. My point is, we have no idea. Only Jefferson knew for sure what that code did. So we can keep it in mind, but we can’t build our plan around it.”




Chapter Thirty-One

The next evening, Templeton’s planet appeared as a bright, blue and green jewel on the horizon. White clouds swirled over a world of vast blue oceans and sprawling plains. Lush, young forests grew green and purple.
And on the northern hemisphere, surrounded first by a moat of trees and then by an actual moat, sat The Manor itself. Even from afar, even in the dim light of evening, it shimmered like a brilliant white jewel among all the green and blue.
Like a diamond among sapphires and emeralds.
It might have been a beautiful sight, if not for the knowledge that behind that brilliant façade, a world full of monsters lurked. And not the imported animal life, either. Templeton and his thugs were far more terrifying than anything else that waited.
But we didn’t have time to sit back and worry, or rethink our strategy. The Merry Fortune approached The Manor head on, and so did we. If our cloaking unit failed during atmospheric entry, close proximity to Reginald’s ship would lessen our chances of detection.
We might show up as a sensor error or a temporary blip – there one moment, and gone as soon as the unit adjusted.
And if not? Well, we’d be well positioned to use the Merry Fortune as a shield. Presumably, Templeton’s people wouldn’t kill one of their own.
Presumably.
The entire business was fraught with risk, but we’d known that going in.
We were all on the bridge, all waiting in tense anticipation. “Here goes nothing,” Frank said, trying to affect a lightness that didn’t quite cover the strain in his tone. “If we get blown out of the sky – well, it’s been a pleasure.”
Dave snorted. “Speak for yourself.”
“‘Ours is not to reason why,’” Corano quoted. “‘Ours is but to do or die.’”
“And I say again: speak for your damned self. I’ve got no intention of dying – on this chunk of rock, or any other.”
“Focus,” Maggie urged. “Syd, what’s your status?”
“Unchanged.”
“Misanti, you ready?”
“Go to hell.”
“I’ll take that as a yes. Right, entering the atmosphere now…”
The engines strained as Frank and Kereli worked the controls, slowing our initial entry, then racing after Merry Fortune.
There’s nothing quite so humbling as hearing the metal box standing between you and a fiery end start to groan and creak while you drop from the sky. Even after all my time on the Black Flag and dozens of other ships, knowing the old box of bolts could take the strain, it still drove home the fragile nature of human existence like nothing else.
Then the bay doors were opening, and the Korinthian fighters were slipping out, right on cue, just like we’d planned.
The Merry Fortune didn’t change course. No klaxons rang out in Syd’s cell. Planetary defenses didn’t jump into action, blasting us all out of the sky.
The fighters’ cloaking units were working too, then. So far, our luck seemed to be holding.
I took a deep breath to steady my uneasy nerves. Perversely, the more success we had, the greater the pressure to go on succeeding – and the more strung out my nerves grew.
Maggie flashed me a reassuring smile, as if she sensed my discomfort. “We got this,” she murmured.
I nodded, not quite believing it, but willing myself to do so.
Merry Fortune headed toward a landing pad on the great lawn behind the mansion. We followed, touching down on the grass behind the ship. In the daylight, the ship’s imprint on the perfectly manicured lawn would have been noticeable.
But under the cover of darkness, no unwelcoming party turned out to apprehend us. The night went on still and silent around us.
Inside the ship was another story altogether. As soon as we’d landed, everyone seemed to spring into action at once.
Maggie, Corano, Frank and Ria donned dark clothes earlier. They’d strapped weapons in hip and leg holsters, and slung rifles across the backs of their chair. Now, they slipped balaclavas on and grabbed their rifles. They were at the door almost as soon as it opened.
I took my place in the captain’s chair, as head of our interim mission control. “Cameras on,” I called.
They all had livestreaming recording devices strapped to their chests. At my command, the streams popped up, one after the other, on monitors across the bridge.
They had stepped onto a darkened lawn, a short hike from the Merry Fortune, and started to hustle across to the ship.
Meanwhile, Syd’s view showed the interior of his cell, now bright and lit up. He had started to burn through the bars sealing the shipping container.
“Reginald is on the move,” he warned. “But I will be done before he gets here.”
And so he was. Syd burned through the bars and opened the crate just as Reginald stepped into view. The Kudarian’s eyes bulged in surprise, but he recovered quickly enough. He started to reach for the pistol strapped to his side.
Sydney shot him, one quick laser blast through the skull, before his hand even touched the gun. Reginald slumped backward, folding to the ground like a ragdoll.
“Apologies, Frank,” Syd broadcast, “but you will not be dealing with Reginald.”
“Hurry,” I said. “Get the ship open, Syd.” We’d been relying on the heat of Merry Fortune’s engines to conceal the crew’s heat signatures from any scanners inside the mansion. But even if that worked, and even if no one had caught sight of them, the Black Flag would be throwing off enough heat to draw attention.
Templeton’s guards might not know how to explain the anomaly, but it would be enough to raise concern.
Sydney moved quickly, speeding through the ship’s small interior until he reached the hatch, and opened it. Frank and the crew were waiting for him.
“We’re in,” Maggie said. “Get out of here.”
I drew a breath, willing myself to have the strength to do it. Then, I gave Kereli the command. “Go.”
She worked the controls to get us airborne again. Meanwhile, the strike force moved into Merry Fortune’s interior. Sydney shut the door again, declaring, “Reginald’s corpse is in the cargo bay, with Captain Misanti.”
“Right. First thing first, we collect her,” Maggie said.
It occurred to me that leaving Misanti to her own devices, after a week in lockup to think about how much she didn’t want to be a part of this mission, might have been a dangerous oversight. But before I could give voice to the concern, more cameras came online, and more monitors sprang to life.
I was seeing the interior of four of the six fighters, from the perspectives of Jylya, Fredricks, Caspersen, and Ginny.
“We’re in position,” Jylya said. “Drilya and Kriya are flying free.” These were the two Korinthian captains who had no members of the Black Flag aboard.
“Copy that,” I said. “Standby for the signal.”
A slew of voices came across the line. “Roger,” and “Understood,” and “Copy that.”
I turned back to the feed from inside the Merry Fortune. I could hear a voice across the line – an unfamiliar voice, sounding far away, like it came from a few rooms over.
“Reg, you notice anything weird on the way in?”
“Shit,” I said, “that’s got to be Templeton’s guys.”
Syd trundled rapidly toward the cargo bay. “I’ll handle it.”
He rounded a corner and burst through the open door, only to be met by a volley of laser fire. Blast after blast hit him, in great, searing bursts of light. I could barely see beyond the flashes of reddish orange.
But I could hear Misanti screaming, and I understood what was happening. She’d taken the opportunity afforded by Syd’s absence to grab Reginald’s gun. Now, she was attempting an escape.
Syd tried reasoning, urging her to drop the weapon. “I am impervious to such firepower.”
“Die, you bastard,” she screamed, continuing to fire.
Syd abandoned the subtle approach, opting for a more direct, and forceful, one. He trundled toward her, reaching for the gun. She backed away, firing and screaming as she went.
All the while, Reginald’s comm sounded. “Reg? You there? Dammit, come in.”
“Hurry,” I urged Syd.
He seized the weapon and wrenched it out of Misanti’s hand, hard and fast. She screamed in pain, and fell back against the side of the crate, clutching her hand. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Just kill me,” she wailed. “Just get it over with.”
“You’re not going to die, Captain,” Syd said. “You have a role to play today. Once it’s done, you’re free to go.”
“You can’t defeat him,” she said. “He’s too powerful.”
“Reginald Taylor, come in now,” a new voice barked.
By now, Maggie and the others had burst into the room. Syd seized Reginald’s comm unit, ordering, “Take charge of her. Keep her quiet.”
Then, he trundled into the hall, while Maggie and Frank tried to calm Misanti. She seemed inconsolable, though. The long journey in the crate coupled with the prospect of crossing Templeton had not been kind to her. Her resolve appeared to have crumpled entirely.
I turned away from her quiet sobs to focus on Syd. He was talking to someone, imitating Reginald’s voice. “Sorry. That bitch jumped me. Dumbass Jefferson must have given her silverware: she made a shiv.”
The angry voice from earlier sounded somewhat mollified. “I assume you’re alright?”
Syd grunted. “I’ve had worse.”
“And our guest?”
“We had a good, long talk about manners.”
“Nothing she can’t recover from, I hope?”
“Don’t worry – she’s fine.”
“Good. The boss wants to start questions right away.”
“Copy. I’m on my way.”
“One more question. Telisio said he caught a spike in the heat sensors. Like, a double image almost.”
“Huh,” Syd said, in Reginald’s voice. “Where?”
“By the landing pad. You didn’t have any trouble on the way in, did you?”
“None at all.”
The voice said nothing for a long moment. Then, “Right. We’ll run a diagnostic on the sensor arrays. You bring our guest in. Reception’s all ready.”




Chapter Thirty-Two

Maya Misanti wore a bag over her head as she exited the Merry Fortune. Her hands had been loosely bound behind her, and she had a gun tucked into the band of her pants. Because, whatever happened – even if the whole plan went south in the blink of an eye – she at least deserved a fighting chance.
It did introduce risk, of course. If she changed her mind about cooperating, if she thought alerting Templeton would help her case with him, she could pull her hands free. She wouldn’t have a chance to get the gun. Frank already had his weapon drawn, and if it came to that, he would shoot before she got the chance.
But our cover would be blown, and Frank would be as good as dead. We’d gone back and forth on who he should haul out of the ship. Maggie had wanted to be the one, since they were expecting her after all.
I had been firmly against it, and Frank sided with me, saying it would raise Templeton’s suspicions if she showed up in relatively clean clothes and decent condition. Plus, he wanted Maggie covering him.
As Misanti was the only one we didn’t trust to run off the first chance she got, she could play the role of hostage.
“Consider us even,” Maggie had told her. “You’re getting off a lot easier than I would have. You get to walk away when it’s all done.”
Reginald had inherited the traditional Kudarian frame: tall and muscular, with a massive shoulder span. Frank, therefore, was the natural fill-in for him. But this was also the most dangerous role in the first leg of the mission, so Maggie had made a point of telling Frank there were no expectations or obligations involved.
He’d volunteered anyway, and when she’d cautioned him about the manifold dangers, he’d insisted.
So Frank stepped out of Merry Fortune a step behind Misanti, using her body as a barrier between him and Templeton’s men. They would see the vague outline and pale skin of a Kudarian, and a prisoner with a bag over her head: Reginald and Maggie.
Because that’s who they expected to see.
I glanced between the monitors, checking everything as the pieces lined up. Jylya’s fighters were in place around the compound, waiting for the chance to jump into action. The infiltration team huddled around the Merry Fortune’s hatch, waiting to spring into action when needed. And Frank headed toward the mansion, one step after the other.
A heavy door, thick like a bunker door but fronted in wood to mimic an old fashioned mansion, swung slowly open. Misanti hesitated, and Frank urged her on. “Don’t screw this up, Maya, or we’re both dead.”
She took another step. Someone from inside the mansion called, “There she is: the lady of the hour.”
Someone else asked, “That’s the bitch who knifed Jefferson?”
“Did us a favor,” the first voice declared.
A growing bar of light spilled out onto the lawn, as the door continued to open. Then it finished moving. I called, “Jylya, now.”
At the same time, Frank whispered, “Down.” He and Misanti dove to the ground. Her gun went flying as she ripped her hands free.
Someone inside The Manor started to bark out orders. “Close the door, now. Kill them.”
A trail of fire screamed past the prone forms just as the door started to close and Templeton’s men stepped into the remaining space, dark silhouettes against the bar of light. And then the whole place seemed to erupt in fire and smoke and noise.
One of the fighters had launched a missile into the open door. It had obliterated the men directly behind it, and ripped off half the back wall in the process. Debris flew in every direction.
Misanti pulled the hood off her head, and Frank yanked her to her feet. Together, they scrambled back toward the Merry Fortune, out of range of the rubble. Syd, meanwhile, trundled forward at an inhuman speed. He reached the door before it finished closing – impressive for two reasons.
The first being his performance, for we hadn’t known for certain how much damage the missile would inflict – and once that door closed, Templeton’s people wouldn’t be likely to open it again.
And the second, the door’s performance. Half the guardroom had just disintegrated, but the door remained in its frame, both standing strong. Syd swung round, and pressed the button like we’d planned.
Slowly, amid smoke and fire and shattered walls, the great blast door swung open.
Frank scrambled forward, with Maggie, Corano and Ria racing toward him. Misanti scrambled in the opposite direction, back toward the ship.
Maggie caught sight of her, and called, “Misanti, stop.”
For half a second, she did, throwing a furtive glance Maggie’s way.
“You’ll need this,” Maggie said, tossing her a key.
Misanti dove for it while Maggie turned back to The Manor.
“Jylya, begin phase two,” I called.
“Copy that,” she confirmed.
I tried to split my attention evenly between the fighter monitors and the infiltration team, but without much success. I could focus on only one or the other at a time.
So I saw the ships launch an assault on Templeton’s hanger – a building tucked out of sight behind a line of lush trees. A barrage of missile fire set off a series of massive explosions, and fiery balls of red consumed the screens.
I glanced back at Maggie and her team’s screens. They were picking their way through the rubble of the guardroom, with Syd in the lead. Although in truth, Syd acted more as a one-robot assault force than part of an infiltration team.
Twice, teams of five – all armed and laying down heavy fire – burst onto the scene. And twice, Syd demolished them, leaving not a single survivor.
Kereli broke my reverie by declaring, “Katherine, the Merry Fortune is taking flight.”
Misanti was making a break for it, then. “Any signs of weapon systems coming online?”
“Negative.”
I nodded. “Right. Unless that changes, let her go.” Misanti had played her part. Templeton’s people had opened the door because they saw her. She could return to her own ship now – and the sooner, the better, so we didn’t have to worry about any retaliation.
Maggie called, “We’ve reached the first security checkpoint.”
I glanced at her screen. They’d made their way from the guardroom into the main mansion, but they were still in the public area, in one of the galleries where visitors would be permitted: a long, paneled hall with oil paintings and colorful tapestries lining the interior walls, and room-length windows lining the exterior; a marble floor and a fine rug, and a painted ceiling offset by intricate layers of crown molding.
But ahead lay a door with an access panel complete with a keypad and a fingerprint scanner.
“You got the print?” I asked.
“Got it,” Maggie said.
“Go for it.”
“Trying it now,” she said.
I watched as she reached for the fingerprint scanner, the artificial print we’d created fitted over her forefinger. A blue light flashed over the print, and then a quiet ding sounded. The lock slid open.
I breathed out a sigh of relief. Wilkes’s fingerprint had gotten us in. So far, everything was going according to plan.
“Good work,” I said, glancing at the blueprint displayed on yet another screen. “Prop the door open, but be quick. Your turn is going to be five halls to the right.”
“Copy.”
Our plan relied as much on speed as surprise. By now, everyone in The Manor knew about us. Which meant we were in a race against the clock to get Templeton.
The good news was, we knew exactly where he’d be: a panic room in the basement. An impenetrable fortress of concrete and steel, designed to withstand everything from hurricanes to a nuclear attack, and outfitted with provisions to sustain a person for years.
If Aldridge Templeton reached the panic room before we did, we would never get him out. He could outlast us, but he wouldn’t even need to do that. He’d simply radio for assistance, and then we’d be left contending with the wrath and might of the Union.
Frank propped a chair in the gap, arresting the door’s motion during its closing arc. Even if Templeton figured out that we had a copy of Wilkes’s print and removed all her access, they’d have an escape route.
They scrambled down the hall, passing four separate passages, some marble, some wood, some gilded and some not. At the fifth, they turned onto a staircase landing. Marble steps led down a winding stair, and they clattered down them.
As before, Syd took the lead. “Detecting hostiles ahead,” he said. “Biological and mechanical. Advise you fall back.”
Sure enough, they rounded a bend in the staircase and came face to face with a pair of men, a set of turrets and a battlebot.
The men were no problem. Syd dispatched them with two clean shots, and they tumbled lifelessly to the steps.
The turrets were more of a challenge. They blasted Syd with a piercing heat that singed the metal carapace protecting his torso, and seared lines into his underlying armor. And even though Syd managed to wrench them out of the ceiling, the approximately three seconds it took afforded him several concerning areas of damage.
The battlebot proved to be an absolute disaster, though. It was one of the newer models, with advanced armor and powerful armaments. Syd had spent a good many credits modernizing his own set up, but his upgrades were just that – upgrades. Templeton’s bot had been designed to use those weapons and that armor.
It issued a warning: “You are on private property. These premises are protected by a Model-Z1 Via Robotics battle bot. You will surrender or you will die. Via Robotics is protected from liability for deaths occurring during the commission of a crime, under Union law.”
It then rattled off a series of statutes and articles detailing the limits of Via Robotics’ liability – and opened fire on the team.
The biological members of the team dashed back up the stairs, the marble of which served as a protective barrier. Syd trundled forward, returning fire of his own. The Z1 ignored him, however, and pursued the team.
Which, in a perverse way, was probably what saved their lives in the moment. The Z1’s armaments were cutting through Syd’s armor quicker than his shots were making an impact. Which was probably why the Z1 evaluated Syd as a lower risk. Or maybe its programming assumed Syd simply took orders, so opted to eliminate the brains before the brawn.
But whatever the reason, it provided Syd the opening he needed. Instead of slowly losing a fire exchange, he seized the Z1, latching his many appendages onto various parts of the other bot. Some grasped the Z1’s weapons arms, severing them where he could, and redirecting them where he couldn’t.
His tool arms bored through the maintenance access panel – and only then did the Z1 change course, turning its full wrath on Syd – lasers, cutters, and everything at its disposal, all the while warning, “It is prohibited under intergalactic treaty to tamper with defense robotics.” But it perceived its newfound peril too late.
Syd blasted every weapon he had into the Z1’s core, and though it withstood the onslaught for a terrifyingly long moment, a jolt ran through the bot. Sparks flew from the maintenance port, and black smoke poured out from under its armor. It stopped firing, and its weapons powered down.
“It is a criminal offense to damage…” it said, leaving the sentence unfinished as some of its armaments combusted.
I stared with concern at Syd’s monitor. For a long moment, I could see nothing but red flame and black smoke. “Syd? You okay?”
“Some of my secondary systems are offline,” he responded, quipping, “But you should see the other guy.”
I did, though not via Sydney’s screen. It remained dark. Apparently, his cameras were among the damaged secondary systems.
I had to rely on the view from the rest of the team. They clattered down the stairs, and onto a scene of carnage: the Z1 blazing and smoking away, and Sydney looking a lot worse for wear. Long gashes and searing burns marred his armor. A few of his appendages had been severed in the fight. One trailed behind him by a wire.
“Shit,” I said. “Syd, you’re not okay.”
“Nothing that can’t be repaired in good time, Katherine,” he returned in a seemingly unworried tone. “But come: we have lost precious time.”
He was right. The Z1 had bought Templeton a lead of at least a minute or two. “Right. The panic room is at the northern end of the basement. Go straight when you reach the end of the stairs: it’ll be directly ahead of you.”
Syd took the lead. Gagging on the heavy smoke, Maggie and Frank pushed forward, with Corano and Ria close behind them.
“There’s a team converging on the eastern doors,” Jylya said. “Looks like they came in from the grounds somewhere.”
“Stop them,” I said.
“Copy that.” She set to work issuing orders to the pilots, and I focused for a moment on their efforts. A band of men in twin ground craft, heavily armored and outfitted with laser cannons, raced across the deer park, toward the mansion.
We’d anticipated Templeton having clusters like this all over the planet. It was one of the reasons we’d dispersed the fighters the way we had. Now, they engaged the ground craft, trading missiles and laser volleys.
The ground ships had solid armor, and they could withstand a ferocious pounding. But the fighters proved more maneuverable, and seemed to be getting the upper hand: a lot more of their hits landed, and the ground craft registered noticeably more damage.
A shout from Maggie abruptly pulled me from these observations, though. They’d reached the basement, and were within sight of the panic room. Within sight of Templeton.
He wasn’t alone. He had another Z1 with him, and six mercenaries. Templeton spotted them at the same moment Maggie shouted. He darted for the panic room door, while his men rushed forward.
Syd started shooting, but he hung back, providing cover for Maggie and her team. The Z1 crowded behind Templeton, serving as a shield for his master. Maggie gave the order to open fire, but too late. The panic room door swung open, and Templeton and the robot raced inside.
One after another, the mercs fell. Syd, no longer fearing to leave the team unprotected, raced forward.
The door closed, sealing Templeton away safely out of reach, in an impenetrable vault.




Chapter Thirty-Three

I sat motionless, in stunned silence for a split second.
“One ship destroyed,” Jylya radioed in.
I stirred. “Keep at it.” Then, to Maggie, I said, “The control panel. See if there’s a biometric scanner –”
A voice interrupted. A man’s voice, filtered through some kind of intercom system. “Magdalene Landon,” it said.
Back in The Manor, she spun in place, trying to pinpoint the speaker. Settling on a camera positioned directly over the door, she asked, “Templeton? Come out of hiding, you coward.”
“I don’t think so,” he answered.
“Then I’ll come to you,” she said, marching toward the door.
He laughed. “You will. But not the way you think. That door is impenetrable, Ms. Landon. As resourceful as you have proven yourself to be, you won’t be able to get through it. But don’t worry. I have men on the way. You’ll see me soon enough – and we’ll get to questions, though now you have a lot more to answer for. You and your crew.”
Maggie let him talk and threaten. She was busy working away at a keypad beside the panic room door.
It was an alphanumeric pad, and she entered sixteen characters – the code Dana Ward found in her brother’s papers. The keypad beeped out a negative.
At the same time, Jylya said, “The second craft is immobilized, but some of the crew made it into The Manor. Magdalene, watch your six: they’re coming straight to you.”
Templeton snorted. “Whatever you think you’re doing, you might as well give it up. The code is randomly generated every twelve hours. And it automatically updates after use. Wherever you got that, whoever you paid for it, they took you, Captain.”
I relayed Jylya’s message. Maggie tried the code again, this time in reverse. The keypad emitted the same disappointing sound.
Templeton laughed again. “I did tell you.”
“There’s a fingerprint scanner beside the keypad,” I said. “Try Wilkes’s print.” It was far from certain. It required her having access to the panic room – and I didn’t know if she ranked high enough in Templeton’s criminal empire to merit that access. It also relied on the chance that no one had revoked her access in the turmoil of the last fifteen minutes.
But a long shot was better than nothing.
She scanned Wilkes’s print. The scanner sounded a quiet ding of success. She glanced up, toward the camera and smiled – a grim smile. “Time to die, asshole.”
“How the fuck…” Templeton’s voice was a blend of rage and astonishment. But he didn’t finish his thought.
As the panic room door swung open, an alarm blared through the basement. An electronic voice warned, “Warning: Protocol Omega activated. All personnel required to vacate the premises immediately. Warning: Protocol Omega activated.”
Maggie spun around again, and I saw what she saw: panels all over the basement sliding up to reveal a veritable army of battle bots, all whirring to life.
“Fuck,” she said. “Fall back. Fall back.”
“Goodbye, Ms. Landon,” Templeton’s smug voice rang out.
Syd raced toward the open door.
“Extermination protocol active,” the robots declared, their metallic voices all rising in perfect synchronization. “Warning. All life forms will be terminated, except: Templeton, Aldridge.”
Like some kind of horrible hive mind, they trundled out of their nests.
“Kay, get the hell out of here,” Maggie called, opening fire on one of the bots. “All of you, get out while you can.”
A notice pinged on my workstation. Upload received.
I saw it, but barely noticed it, and had no idea what it was. I had no attention for anything but the awful situation below. My mind raced, but to no avail.
Syd had reached the door, but what good would that do? Even if he could get inside and past the Z1 in the panic room, even if he could kill Templeton, the other robots probably wouldn’t stop. They’d exterminate everyone there, to the last person.
Maggie.
Frank.
Ria.
Corano.
Syd.
Syd’s voice sounded. “Goodbye, Katherine.”
And then, for a split second, a high-pitched wail split the air, followed by nothing at all from below. The ground team’s monitors went dark, all at once.
The air crews’ remained. But Maggie, Frank, Ria, and Corano’s had vanished, leaving only blackness behind.
“What the hell?” I demanded, of no one in particular. I was too stunned to make sense of it all. Had the bots killed them and destroyed their equipment that quickly, and all at once? It wouldn’t be possible.
“What’s going on?” Jylya asked, her tone tense. “Kay? Vrysya?”
“I don’t know. Maggie and the team – their screens just went dark.” I tapped keys, trying to raise their comms. “I can’t get them on the comm, either.”
“I’m picking up some kind of electrical surge on the surface,” Vrysya declared.
“Same here,” one of the fighter captains answered.
“All the lights went out in The Manor.”
“You think it was part of whatever the hell Protocol Omega is?” I asked.
“I don’t think so,” Vrysya answered. “It looked like a significant electromagnetic pulse – big enough to knock out power at the facility. Big enough to take out Templeton’s defenses. If anything, I think something went wrong. Something Templeton wasn’t counting on.”
“Maybe it’s a good sign,” I posited hopefully. “Maybe it means Maggie and the team could get the hell out of there.”
“Maybe. But we still haven’t accounted for the guys Jylya spotted heading in. And we don’t know what else Templeton has at his disposal.”
“Where the hell could it have come from?” I wondered.
“Some kind of malfunction, maybe. Or one of the bots themselves. They’re equipped with a charge. Single use, obviously, as a last resort. Although it’s rarely used – usually they damage their own side as much or more than the other guys.”
Jylya seemed less interested in the whys than anything else. “You’re sure you can’t raise them on any of their comms? Vrysya, is there anything you can try?”
“If it can be done, we’ll do it,” she promised. “But if our readings are right, that pulse would have fried anything electrical down there, unless it was behind a faraday cage anyway.”
Vrysya’s team worked for an agonizing minute trying to reach our team on the ground, but to no avail. I waited in stunned silence, my mind working in a numb, almost disembodied way.
I couldn’t figure it out. It had to be some kind of mistake, or malfunction. One of the bots, or one of Templeton’s defenses, must have gone haywire.
I played over what I’d seen in those last seconds, right before everything had gone dark. They’d been about to die, all of them: Maggie, Syd, everyone.
Not even Syd, our one-bot assault force, could save them. Not against that many Z1s. Their weapons fire would have chewed through his armor and left him a smoking ruin. It would have cut Maggie and the others down in seconds. Fractions of seconds.
A cold realization seized me.
Maggie and the team were probably dead.
I hadn’t watched their final moments to confirm it. But cameras or no cameras, they’d been a split second away from death when I’d seen them last.
Then, I sat up straight in my chair. “Wait a minute.”
Half a dozen voices, some on the bridge with me and others in the fighters, asked “What?”
“An EMP blast would have taken out the battle bots too.”
“Yes, along with just about everything else down there,” Vrysya confirmed.
“So they may not be dead.”
“What?”
“They weren’t dead, yet, when the cameras went out. So they might have survived.”
No one spoke.
“They might have survived,” I said again.
“Yes,” Vrysya agreed. “If the timing was right, they might have survived.”
I nodded, excitement replacing the numbness. “We need to get down there. If they’re alive, we need to find them, and extract them.”
“There will be other dangers besides the battle bots,” Jylya warned. “We don’t know how many teams are on the ground, and where they’re at. They’ve got a lot of equipment interfering with planetary scans, so it’s hard to get an exact count. But there’s dozens of life signs, at least.”
“Even more reason why we need to get down there,” I told her, “before the bad guys do. They’re alive, Jylya. We need to help them.”
“Not all of them are alive,” Vrysya said, a rare note of concern in her tone.
I blinked. “What?”
“The battle bot identified as Sydney? The pulse would have terminated him along with the others. In fact, I’d be willing to wager that he was the one to set it off. To self-terminate, in order to take the other bots out with him.”
I stared at her. “Syd…kill himself?”
“I’m sorry. Maybe I’m wrong. But either way, however it happened, it is certain that Sydney is – for lack of a better word – dead.”




Chapter Thirty-Four

We set down behind The Manor, for the second time that night.
Dave took the conn, declaring that he would hold down the fort. “Don’t worry, I’ll shoot anything that moves. You just focus on getting the crew back in one piece. Even that Kudarian: we’ll never get through everything I have in the freezer without his inhuman appetite.”
Two of the Korinthian fighter pilots joined us, for Jylya’s sake I was certain, along with the rest of our crew stationed on the fighters.
The other four remained airborne, monitoring for trouble from above.
Embers glowed in the guard room where earlier flames had blazed. We picked our way through the rubble, the same way Maggie and the team had done earlier. But we found no well-lit grand halls waiting for us.
Long shadows stretched out over dark halls. The painted faces along the wall seemed a hundred menacing presences, veiled in darkness.
We carried guns, but the truth was none of us were meant for the job. We were engineers and doctors. We solved problems with stitches and patches, algorithms and data.
Not guns and violence.
We’d been in bad situations before. We’d had to fight for our lives and, yes, use guns. But we’d fought as part of a team before, alongside the soldiers like Maggie. Not as a team of heavily armed nerds venturing alone into the dark.
But Maggie was down here somewhere, maybe alive. Maybe hurt and in need of help. Maggie, Frank, Corano and Ria. Our crew. This was a problem algorithms couldn’t fix, and nerds were all we had.
So here we are, with guns.
We found the security door propped open with a chair just as Frank had left it. One after the other, we made our way over it.
I found my palms sweating as I waited for the entire crew to cross. The Manor was new. It didn’t suffer from the thousand and one creaks and groans of an old house. But part of it had just been blown away.
Warm winds whistled into recently formed apertures, freshly strained beams groaned, and newly made rubble shifted as it cooled.
The house seemed alive with sounds, and all of them to my addled mind sinister. Templeton and his mercenaries were still here, somewhere. I imagined them in every creak, every groan, every whisper.
So I was grateful when we’d all gotten over the barrier and could move again, if only because motion gave me something to focus on – something other than fear.
I counted the halls as we passed them – endless tunnels of black in the deep darkness of the interior. Every breath I took sounded loud, every footstep heavy, as I imagined Templeton’s men lurking in those menacing voids, waiting to spring a trap on us.
I almost jumped out of my skin when Jylya whispered, “The zoo is that way.”
“What?”
“Down that hall. I don’t know what he’s got in there, but we should be careful.”
“Why?”
“Because the cages probably rely on electronic locks. Meaning the animals are free, whether they know it or not.”
I remembered the rumors about off world species, and a shiver passed up my spine as I thought of what might lurk just down the hall.
“Whatever’s down there, at least it doesn’t have guns,” I said, as much for my own benefit as the rest of the team’s. “Come on.”
We reached the staircase without incident. I stood uncertainly on the landing, debating my next move. So far, we’d managed to traverse the dark interior without incident. We’d picked our way over dead bodies and around rubble by the sparse moonlight that filtered in from adjacent rooms.
But now, we were about to descend to the basement. There’d be no moonlight down here. No light at all, unless we switched on our tactical lamps.
Which would provide an obvious upside: we could see where we were going. But just as obviously, there’d be a downside: we’d be shining beacons on our positions. Anyone down there would know exactly where to shoot.
I was still standing there trying to make up my mind about what to do when I heard a low, breathy sound that set the hairs on the nape of my neck standing straight. It was near – terribly near – and inhuman.
Very much inhuman.
I switched on the light. Beacon or no beacon, nothing that shining a light on my position would bring could possibly be worse than sitting in the darkness and listening to that sound.
A hiss, and a gentle, sticky pattering sounded. I found myself staring at the retreating form of – a nightmare.
At first, I could only stare, and then scream. All around me, my companions opened fire, some screaming, and some shooting wildly.
The thing – a huge black and scarlet-striped, multi-legged, multi-eyed apparition darted along the ceiling, a thick cord of something pale trailing out of its abdomen.
Vaguely, my terrified mind registered that there was something arachnid about this monster. Which had the effect only of heightening my terror, and giving volume to my screams.
The nightmare spider scuttled along the high ceiling, ducking into doorways and back out again, until it had made a full half circle. Now, it was behind us instead of before us. But instead of attempting an escape, it pushed forward, as if to box us in; as if it sensed our reluctance to venture down the stairs, and meant to corral us for its own purposes.
It leaped from side to side as it ran, moving at lightning speed. Our shots were all over the place. Even the Korinthian military men seemed rattled, either by our panic or the sight of a spider several times as large as a man racing toward us, for their shots missed too.
Then the spider began to loose projectiles from a fleshy sack on its abdomen: little barbs that flew like darts.
“Retreat,” someone called. “Retreat.”
I forgot that I was supposed to be in charge of the mission. I forgot that Templeton and an army of bad guys might well be below, waiting for us. I followed the order, stumbling blindly down the stairs in such haste that I barely noticed the bodies lining the steps – and not in time.
My foot caught on one of the fallen forms, and I sprawled headlong down the stairwell, around a corner and forcefully into a wall of hot metal. Half-panicked, I drew back, leveling my gun with the barrier.
It was the Z1 Syd had destroyed on the steps, no longer smoldering, but still warm from the recent internal fire.
“Incoming,” Fredricks screamed behind me.
I spun around in time to see the spider racing down the sloped ceiling, straight toward us. I opened fire. We all did. And in the limited space, with all of our fire concentrated and no doorways to weave in and out of, some of our shots hit.
Laser fire ripped into the spider’s dark body, blue blood spurting out of its abdomen and cephalothorax. A searing hole burned into one of its massive legs, and its movement faltered for a moment.
More shots found their target, and more holes appeared, and more blood. The spider lost its grip on the ceiling and tumbled onto the steps below. The impact didn’t stop its momentum: it kept on coming for us, half rolling and half scuttling across the ground.
We screamed of one volition and ran for it, firing over our shoulders as we went. I suppose it was a miracle none of us died from friendly fire, as haphazard as our retreat proved. But the spider, tenacious to the bitter end, followed anyway, soaking a hail of laser fire.
At last, a few seconds after we cleared the final landing, it spluttered down the steps: legs curled up tight to its body, leaking fluids from a hundred holes.
“Is it dead?” I asked, panting.
“You want to go check?” Fredricks asked. “I sure as hell don’t.”
“What if it’s playing dead?”
We exchanged uneasy glances, no one keen to turn their backs to the beast, but no one wanting to risk an approach, either.
A voice behind us asked, “Kay?”
It took half a beat to process that sound; and when I did, I forgot all about demon spiders. “Maggie,” I said, spinning around.
Sure enough, she stood there, blinking and shielding her eyes from the ferocious glow of the tactical light.
I flew to her, wrapping my arms around her and choking out a stream of incomprehensible babble to the effect that I was relieved. But twice in the past weeks I’d had to face the awful possibility that I might have lost her to terrible fates, and the words came out as a jumbled mess intermixed with sobs.
She squeezed me tight. Around me, Jylya and Frank reunited, and Ray and Ria. Fredricks clapped Corano on the back, declaring, “Good to see you made it.”
Kereli said, “I never doubted it, but the confirmation pleases me.” Which, from what I could tell of the pair, was Esselian for, “Glad you survived.”
Maggie had a flood of questions for me: why had we come, where was the Black Flag, and so on. I answered in brief, with my own questions in turn: what happened, where was Templeton, and most importantly, where was Syd?
“Templeton’s in his panic room. All of our lights went out in the blast. We were trying to figure out what to do when we heard screams and shots.”
The memory of our panicked retreat returned to my mind, and I felt the heat of embarrassment warming my cheeks. “Oh, that. Well, uh, we had to fight that spider off.”
“It was shooting darts at us,” Max put in.
“Poisoned darts, I would hazard a guess,” Fredricks added. “Probably laced with some kind of paralyzing agent.”
“The zoo doors must have unlocked when the power went out,” Jylya said.
“Maybe,” Maggie said. “Or maybe it was part of Protocol Omega: unleash everything at the same time. If the battlebots don’t kill you, the spiders will.”
At the mention of battlebots, my mind again returned to Syd. “Sydney: where is he? What happened to him?”
Maggie exchanged glances with Frank and Ria. “I’m sorry, Kay. He – he didn’t make it. The EMP, it took him out too.”
I’d known that he couldn’t survive it, but the words still somehow stunned me. Syd had been a part of my life on the Black Flag almost since the first. He’d been a truer friend to me than most of the biological people I’d ever known. I couldn’t think of a world without Sydney.
If it was even possible, I would need a long time to come to terms with the emotional aspect of it. So I focused on data instead, retreated to cold facts. “How? How did it happen?”
“The EMP blast – he triggered it, Kay.”
I stared at her in abject horror. “What?”
“There was no way we could have fought our way out of that trap, Kay,” Frank said. “Syd knew it.”
Maggie nodded. “He sacrificed himself for us. He died, but he took out all the other battlebots in one go.”
Hot tears rolled down my cheeks. I couldn’t think of a more Syd way to go, and that made it hurt all the worse.
“I’m really sorry, Kay. We’re all going to miss him. But we should go, before anyone else shows up,” Ginny said.
“Not without taking care of Templeton,” Maggie said.
“To hell with Templeton,” I sobbed. “Syd’s dead.”
“Templeton killed Sydney,” Corano said. “He would have killed us all.”
“It’s okay,” Maggie said. “Kay, your team should head back to the Black Flag. Frank, you go with them. Corano and Ria, you’re with me. We’ll take one of the lights –”
“Like hell,” I interrupted. “You’re not going in there alone. We’re not splitting up.”
She surveyed me with a worried gaze, but anger fueled me, driving away the tears. Anger at Templeton, for coming after Maggie, for sending out the robots Syd had to die to stop. Anger at Maggie, for even suggesting I’d leave her after just reuniting.
I pawed at my eyes, wiping away the tears. “I’m going with you,” I said firmly. “Either back to the ship, or in there to kill that son of a bitch. But I’m not leaving you.”




Chapter Thirty-Five

Maggie didn’t argue. Instead, she, Corano and Ria took three of the lights, and took point. We followed the same path I’d seen from the control room, down the long basement corridors. But this time, we wove our way around statuesque battlebots, each suspended in the midst of some action.
Here, one sat forever paused in the process of raising a gun; there another held a flame thrower at the ready; yet another stood suspended in the middle of a step, two stilt legs on the ground and a third raised.
Great shadows flitted along the walls, looming up and then receding as we passed the bots. And all of it seemed to build the sense of dread in my mind.
All of it led to Syd.
He was exactly where I’d seen him last: positioned in the doorway to the panic room, the great barrier half closed against his bulk.
Unmoving.
Dead.
Tears welled again at the sight of his inanimate form, seared and scarred by laser fire. His head was all but obliterated, leaving nothing but a charred stump where the charge had detonated. But amid the grief, I was struck by his position. Even in his last moments, Syd had been thinking – not only of saving the crew, but of saving the mission.
Templeton’s panic room was a veritable bunker. Once the power went out, there’d be no opening it from the outside. Syd had used his own body to prop the door open for us, a split second before he died.
So we could get in and finish the mission.
A better, truer, more loyal friend our crew could not have asked for, I thought, my heart seeming to break all over again.
Maggie and Corano went first, switching their lights off as they climbed over Sydney. One after another, we followed, plunging the place into a new darkness until we’d all assembled on the other side of the door.
Then, Maggie and Corano took point again, switching on their tactical lights and sweeping the interior.
It was less a panic room, and more a panic suite. We were in a main foyer, but beyond us ran a hall and a series of rooms, all captured in the same darkness that held the rest of the house.
Maggie signaled toward the stationary shell of a Z1 at the far end of the central hall. Probably the same Z1 that had followed Templeton into the panic room. “That way,” she whispered.
Slowly, they swept the rooms along the hall with us picking up the rear. We kept our own torches off. In these close quarters, they’d only serve to light Maggie and Corano up.
They cleared a kitchen, dining room, and a well-stocked pantry. I thought vaguely that there seemed to be food and space enough for Templeton and is entire team.
The supposition was bolstered when we got to spacious living and billiards rooms, a library full of leatherbound volumes, a server room packed with now dead equipment, and a gym complete with an inground swimming pool.
This wasn’t just a suite, it was a damned luxury bunker.
Last came the sleeping quarters: five in total, four identical rooms spaced two per side of the passage, and at the end of the hall, behind the Z1, a master bedroom.
No one lurked inside the smaller bedrooms. Which meant Templeton and whoever he had left with him was straight ahead.
Maggie signaled for us to take up position behind her, splitting us between the rooms she’d just cleared. I knew what she was thinking: we’d be ready to support her, but out of the direct line of fire should Templeton and a reserve guard burst out, guns blazing.
I slipped into the nearest room on the left side of the hall. It afforded me a view of about a third of the master bedroom. As Maggie’s light swept it, I spotted the corner of a bed, a large desk, and a dresser along the wall – all of it the same rich, carved woods found throughout the house proper.
I waited, my heart hammering in my chest.
Nothing happened, for several long seconds. Then, Maggie called, “Clear.”
We poured into the room to find her standing in front of a giant portrait of Aldridge Templeton standing on the senate steps. But the canvass was fixed to a solid backing, and worked like a kind of door, swinging out on silent hinges.
The door, and the oil painting, hung open to reveal a large steel safe door.
Locked.
“It must be Templeton’s private vault,” Maggie said.
“A safe within a safe room,” Corano mused.
Ria said, “We’ll never get in there. We don’t have the equipment or the expertise to cut our way in, and now that the power’s out, the keypad’s going to be no use to us.”
“I am sorry to say it, Captain, but I think we’re at an impasse.”
“Shit,” Maggie said, trying the handle. The safe didn’t budge. She surveyed the frame, starting at one corner and following it all the way around with her torch. “This wasn’t in the blueprint.”
“No. But it’s going to be top of the line, like everything else in this place,” Ria fumed. “Let’s face it: he beat us. The only thing we can do is get the hell out of here before his guys find us, or the Union sends someone in. No matter what kind of dirtbag he is, he’s still a senator. And we’ll still have a hell of a time trying to explain this.”
Maggie stared dolefully at the door, and at the keypad that registered no input when she tested it. “Dammit. I can’t believe we got this close.”
“Look at it this way, Captain,” Frank said. “We may not have got him, but we sent a hell of a message. He’ll think twice about coming for any of us again.”
“He’ll try twice as hard, you mean,” Ria contradicted. “He won’t take this lying down. He’ll come for us, and he’ll come with a vengeance.”
“At least we’ll have time to prepare,” Jylya said. “On our terms.”
I listened to them absently. Maggie was getting ready to call it. I knew that. She just had to work herself through the stinging disappointment.
But my mind was working. I glanced over my shoulder, out into the hall. Toward the Z1. Past the Z1, to Sydney.
Poor Sydney.
If we left now, this whole thing was for nothing. Crossing Misanti, coming here at all; Syd’s death – all of it had been a waste of time.
“Alright,” Maggie started to say, “let’s –”
“Wait a minute,” I said. “I have an idea.”
“We don’t have much time, Kay,” Ria urged.
“I know. But think about it. Think about the last few seconds, before the EMP. That Z1, it was right on Templeton’s tail when the cameras went dark.”
“So?”
“So it’s out in the hall.”
“Where you going with this, boss?” Max asked.
But Ginny got it. Her eyes sparkled, and she said, “There’s no way Templeton had already opened the safe when Syd triggered the EMP.”
“So what?” Maggie asked.
“So,” I said, “there’s a manual mechanism for opening it, something that works even when digital entry doesn’t. Has to be.”
We found it about a minute later: behind the brass plaque under the portrait, the one identifying it as Portrait of a Leader. The plaque swung up to reveal a pair of dials, one sporting twenty-six points, and another ten: the alphabet to the right, zero to nine to the left.
“What the hell is this?” Ria wondered.
“It’s a manual override for the safe.”
“Yeah, but two dials? Letters and numbers? It could be anything. We’ll never crack it.”
“I don’t think we have to crack it,” Maggie said, a note of triumph in her voice. “I think we already know it.”
I stared at her. “Do we?”
She nodded, setting to work spinning the dials one after the other. It took me a moment to realize what she was putting in.
I gasped when I got it. “The code Jefferson had. The code from the will.”
A mechanical clink sounded in response as bars and gears and mechanisms shifted inside the massive door. Maggie sprang to her feet, a grim smile on her lips. “Ready?”
Corano and Ria nodded briskly. “Ready.”
The rest of us stood back, our own guns raised. Maggie drew the great door open. Our torches bore into the darkness beyond to reveal a twenty-by-twenty room, lined in shelves. Paintings, artifacts, gold bullion, vials full of precious gems – it was all here, all arranged in an orderly fashion.
And in the center of the room stood a tall, imperious man with a pale, aristocratic face. He stared unblinking into the torchlight. He held a weapon, a small laser pistol, but it hung at his side. He made no move to raise it.
For a long moment, we stood like that: the defeated senator on one side, and our small force of invaders on the other.
Finally, Maggie spoke. “Drop it Templeton. It’s over.”
“You prefer to shoot me when I’m unarmed?” he asked.
“I’m not going to shoot you. I’m going to take you in, and make sure you answer for your crimes.”
Slowly, a thin-lipped smile spread across his face. “You invaded my home, murdered my security forces, destroyed millions of credits of equipment – and you’re going to make sure I answer for crimes?”
“You hired wanted criminals to kidnap me. Blackmailed people into transporting me. You’ve got your own torture chamber here, somewhere. Not even you can wriggle out of this one, Templeton.”
She sounded confident. But the senator’s contemptuous smirk unnerved me – his smirk, and her words. Your own torture chamber.
Where there was a torture chamber, there would be a torturer. So far, neither team had encountered him. Which meant either he had fled when Templeton triggered Protocol Omega, or he was still out there.
Somewhere.
Him, and who knew how many other surviving mercs.
“Drop the weapon,” Maggie commanded again.
Templeton shrugged and dropped the pistol. The heavy rug underfoot dampened the impact. It sounded like a thudding footfall. “Have it your way, Captain.”
“Corano, secure the prisoner,” Maggie ordered.
Corano nodded and stepped forward, snapping cuffs around Templeton’s wrists. The senator didn’t struggle.
He sneered instead. “You’re not going to leave this place alive, you know.”
“Let’s go,” Maggie said.
We started the process of backtracking, past the Z1, down the hall, and around Syd’s poor, shattered frame. Templeton did his best to make this difficult, refusing to walk at anything beyond a snail’s pace, and making no effort at all to cross Syd. In the end, Frank had to physically haul him through the door.
All the while, my mind turned. An uneasy feeling had settled in the pit of my stomach. I remembered the blueprints of this place. God knew, I’d studied them long enough to be able to practically redraw them from memory alone.
But the basement had been an important area for two reasons: the dungeons and interrogation room, and the panic room. Initially, before we rescued Maggie, we’d focused on the former. But then, when we had her safely onboard, our plan changed.
Now, my thoughts turned back to that area of the basement that had so terrified me. Once again, those fears ebbed back, taking on a new form.
I pulled Maggie aside as we headed for the stairs. “We’re forgetting about the torturer,” I whispered. “He’s probably still down here. And he’ll know where we are now. He’ll have seen the flashlights.”
Jylya, who was a step behind us, added, “And we never accounted for the team I spotted. The ones from the armored vehicle.”
“If they rendezvoused with whoever’s down here, we could have a big problem on our hands,” I said.
“Only if they take us by surprise,” Maggie countered. “But it’s a good point.” Then, louder for the team’s benefit, she said, “Change of plans. We’re going to pay the dungeons a visit.”




Chapter Thirty-Six

Progress proved slow, in part because we had to clear each room, one at a time, before we passed; and in part because Templeton decided to make himself difficult.
He had apparently harbored some hopes that his loyal torturer would come to his rescue, because not long after we changed course, he started to cry out to someone called Marek, warning him that we were on our way.
This necessitated a stop while we fashioned a gag, but no sooner was Templeton gagged than did he sink to the floor and refuse to budge. Once again, Frank hoisted him over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes; at which point, the senator began to flail and kick.
But the lanky human, bound as he was, was no match at all for the Kudarian, who simply tightened his grip until the squirming ceased.
We resumed our sweep of the basement, and though slow, it proved uneventful until we reached the cellblock. The stink of filth and rotting flesh hung heavy in the air before we even entered.
The people we found confined to small cages explained the odor: three men and two women, in varying states of distress. They whimpered at our approach. Some begged for aid. Others stared, glassy-eyed into the light.
“Shit,” Fredricks said. “We can’t just leave them.”
Maggie nodded. “Right. Those are regular locks. There’s got to be a key around here.”
A quick survey of the room turned up nothing: bare walls and no more.
“Marek, whoever he is, must have it,” Ria said.
“Okay. So we find him and then come back.”
Templeton renewed his struggles, subsiding only after Frank threatened to break his legs. The prisoners started to plead as we departed, and didn’t seem persuaded by our promise to return.
I couldn’t blame them. I’d seen missing digits, burns, and horrible wounds. I didn’t know who they were or how long they’d been there. But nothing they’d done could have justified a moment in those circumstances.
I ferociously pushed away thoughts of how it had almost been Maggie in one of those cages. I still hadn’t wrapped my mind around Syd’s loss. I couldn’t countenance more horror. I’d process it all eventually, in waves, in manageable pieces.
But not now. I couldn’t run the risk of falling apart in the middle of a mission.
We found a medbay a room over, deserted. I supposed this was where they patched their own up, if they’d been injured; and prisoners, so they’d survive for another day of torture.
Then came the interrogation room. It looked like a medieval torture chamber, with modern upgrades. Hooks and shackles hung from the ceilings. A table had been laid out neatly with a selection of knives and sheers, pliers and pincers. Batteries and jumper cables had been made ready in a corner of the room, and drills and hammers. In one corner sat a power washer, ready for cleanup.
This had been a reception, all ready.
Ready for Maggie’s arrival.
My stomach roiled, and it was all I could do to duck into a corner before I projectile vomited.
No one spoke. I suppose they all knew why I was vomiting, and what I was thinking. Maggie laid a hand on my shoulder and squeezed it gently. She remained there until I finished.
Then, eyes watering, I rose.
“You ready?” she asked.
I nodded wordlessly.
“Let’s go,” she said.
We stepped into the hall again. There were two doors remaining directly across from each other, one open and one closed. Maggie started to signal for us to split up.
Then a voice sounded. An unfamiliar voice. “I suppose it’s me you’re looking for.”
Templeton squirmed. Maggie called, “Marek?”
“That’s me,” the voice answered. It was coming from the room with the open door.
“Come out with your hands up,” Maggie said.
“You must be the captain I was supposed to interrogate. Landon, isn’t it?”
“Step out now,” Maggie said. “Hands up where we can see them.”
“I’m not your enemy, Captain. We’re all pawns in Templeton’s game. He was willing to get rid of me along with everyone else, with that Omega Protocol. We don’t have to do this.”
“I’m not going to warn you again.”
“Will you give me your word you won’t shoot?”
“If you comply, you’ll live.”
“Okay. I’m complying,” he said. A footstep sounded and then another. Slowly, a hand appeared in the doorway, raised high; then an arm, and a shoulder. Hesitantly, a leg followed, and half of a very large chest.
“Move,” Maggie commanded.
A man’s face appeared in the doorway, a broad, square face with bright eyes and perfect, symmetrical features. A handsome face.
I stared in a kind of repulsed wonder. Somehow, stupidly, I’d expected to see someone twisted with cruelty, grim and horrible like an antagonist out of an old fairytale. I hadn’t imagined that the man who had wielded those tools of torment, who had inflicted the suffering we’d seen in the dungeon, would be beautiful.
He took another half step, saying, “Thank you for being reasonable, Captain.” The rest of his torso came into view, then his shoulder.
I snapped out of my reverie. The angle of his arm wasn’t right. His left shoulder, that held his raised arm, sat higher than his right. I started to call, “He’s got a gun,” just as Marek’s gun arm came into view.
Just as one of the fighter pilots pulled the trigger.
A blast of orange light bored through the center of Marek’s forehead. He slumped backward before he could get off a shot.
For a second, no one moved. Then Maggie said, “Secure the premises.”
The team moved forward, clearing the last two rooms – an office and a bedroom. Neither held surprises.
Maggie searched the body and produced a set of keys. “One of these has to be for the cells,” she said. “Come on, let’s get those people out of here.”
Which proved easier said than done. The keys did indeed unlock the cells, but of the five prisoners, only two could walk of their own volition – and a took a good deal of persuading to convince them that we meant them no harm.
The other three, a human and two Kudarians, needed to be carried. Most of us could manage the humans with some difficulty, but the Kudarian was another matter. Even though starvation had reduced him to skin and bones, he weighed more than anyone in our party except Frank.
Maggie and Corano might have been able to carry him together, but they’d taken point. So Frank took over, dropping Templeton without ceremony. “Someone else can take charge of this shitbag.”
Someone else turned out to be Ginny and me. Templeton refused to budge, so we each seized one of his arms and dragged him until we reached the stairs.
We stood at the bottom of the steps panting with exertion. Dr. Fredricks, who had been doing what he could for the escaped prisoners – mostly, handing them pain medication and pills – declared he’d take over for Ginny.
She snorted. “Like hell.” To Templeton, she said, “Listen, shitstain, either you get to your damned feet, or I’m going to shoot you in the kneecaps. Both of them. Use ‘em or lose ‘em. That’s your choice right now.”
I figured she was bluffing, but Templeton wasn’t willing to take the chance. He got to his feet and walked up the stairs without any further trouble.
Maggie, cognizant of the fact that we still hadn’t run into the last of Templeton’s men, ordered lights out when we reached the landing. We stood for a moment, letting our eyes adjust to the dim moonlight filtering in from distant windows.
Then she gave the command to move out.
We cleared a few rooms and a few halls when a dampened thud made us all freeze. We’d spent enough time walking these great halls to recognize a heavy footfall, muted by a thick rug. Templeton heard it too, because he started to scream. It came out as little more than a gurgle through his gag.
But a gurgle in the absolute stillness might as well have been a foghorn.
Dark figures burst out of the rooms ahead of us, firing as they went. We shot too, a hail of laser fire passing in both directions. Flashes of light, bursts of color, screams of pain: it was a mess of death and chaos.
I half expected to die on the spot, cut down by a stray bolt.
But somehow, I survived, and the fire ended as quickly as it had begun. All five of Templeton’s men lay dead, outnumbered and outgunned. Corano took a bolt square to his chest plate, and one of the Korinthian pilots lay unresponsive.
Maggie barked out orders – orders to Fredricks to check on our wounded, orders to Ria to leave Corano to Fredricks and see to the enemy, orders to those of us still standing to clear the rooms ahead and confirm that the fallen were dead.
Ginny and I moved forward, behind the front ranks. We checked the dead mercenaries, confirming that they were indeed dead.
“All clear,” Ria called from one of the rooms.
“Nothing here,” Maggie said from another.
Which was when I heard footsteps behind me: rapid footsteps. I spun just in time to see Templeton racing down the nearest unguarded hall.
“Shit,” I said, springing to my feet and racing after him. I didn’t stop to think about what I was doing, or where I was going. I just knew that I couldn’t let a monster like Templeton escape.
Ginny followed several steps behind, crying out, “Not that way, Kay. That’s the zoo.”
I heard her but didn’t stop. “Freeze, Templeton. Freeze or I’ll shoot.”
Ahead of us, the corridor opened into a huge room full of full-length glass windows. Moonlight streamed in, glinting off glass cages and pens.
The zoo. For half a second, my step faltered. I remembered the giant spider, and how eager it had been to make a meal of us.
Ginny clattered up behind me, seizing my arm. “We can’t go there.”
Thoughts of the interrogation room, and all those instruments of torture waiting for Maggie, filled my mind. Templeton – he’d been the one to order it. He’d been the one to order the torment of the prisoners we’d rescued.
I couldn’t let him go.
“We have to,” I said, pushing forward.
Templeton burst into the zoo, and I raced to make up lost ground. I could see the cages, their doors open wide. I could see dark forms inside some of them.
Again, I hesitated, and again, Ginny seized my arm. “No,” she whispered, her voice terse. “Look.”
I glanced at her in the dim moonlight. I could see her finger pointing to some distant point. I followed the direction.
And my blood froze. The dark silhouette of a massive feline form stalked along the tops of the glass containment fields above Templeton. He was running, but the feline had only to walk to keep pace with him, so large as it was.
Templeton seemed unaware of his peril, running as before, weaving this way and that to avoid gunfire.
“Templeton,” I screamed. “Behind you.”
The warning came too late. He turned his head just as the cat pounced. He let loose a gurgling scream of terror. And then the thing hit him.
He went down hard, and a moment later the cat’s fangs flashed white in the moonlight. It closed its jaws over Templeton’s face, and a sickening crunch sounded in the night.
Slowly, Ginny and I backed away. When we’d put enough distance between ourselves and the zoo of horrors, we turned and fled.
We returned to find the team searching frantically for us.
“Where the hell were you?” Maggie asked, her voice breaking with concern.
“Where’s Templeton?” Ria demanded.
“Dead,” I said shakily. “One of his animals – chewed his face off.”
Which seemed to be both explanation enough and impetus to get the hell out of The Manor. We made good time, going carefully but speedily.
Corano was back on his feet, his armor having absorbed the worst of the hit. But he’d surrendered point to Ria. Max and Jylya were carrying the Korinthian pilot.
Between our casualties and the rescued prisoners, we were going to keep Dr. Fredricks busy for a long time.
We made it to the ship, and Dave opened the doors for us. His face was slick with nervous sweat, and he scowled fiercely. “There you are. I was about to leave the whole goddamned star system, you were taking so long. Wait a minute, where’s Templeton? And who the hell are these people? You know what – never mind. Let’s just get off this rock.”




Chapter Thirty-Seven

We didn’t get off the rock, for two important reasons. The first was that we couldn’t in good conscience leave a zoo full of dangerous animals roaming wild and unaccounted for. And the second was that vault, packed full of treasure.
Dave – and indeed, most of us – found the vault to be a far more compelling reason to stay than the zoo. But when Maggie pointed out that any attempts to retrieve the treasure would be complicated by hostile wildlife, we saw it her way.
We waited until daylight. Fredricks fixed up tranquilizers, and Maggie, Ria and the Korinthian pilots set out to clear the area. With most of The Manor’s defenses knocked out, we could track the animals from the Black Flag. It was then a matter of tranquilizing and chipping them. Without equipment and ships to move them, that was the best we could do.
Still not an easy feat even with heavy duty tranquilizers, but Maggie and the team pulled it off. They counted eighteen predators and several large herbivores, which they also chipped for later retrieval.
They found Templeton’s remains in the zoo, and not too many of them. The big cat had eaten well.
No one shed a tear. If anything, we breathed a sigh of relief. Templeton’s death simplified matters for us. No trying to build a case without implicating ourselves. No defending ourselves from whatever charges he’d bring. Just neat, final justice.
And anyway, there was treasure to absolve us of any pangs of conscience. A lot of treasure.
The way clear, and daylight streaming through The Manor’s grand windows, we fell on the vault with an eagerness borne as much out of desire to be off the planet as to acquire those riches.
But for myself, my own eagerness came from a desire to avoid dealing with my emotions. We’d survived. Fredricks had cleared our wounded, with minimal damage. Even the prisoners we’d rescued would recover, in time. It was all good news.
And yet, Syd was still dead. Nothing – no treasure, no revenge – would bring him back.
So it was that, once the treasure was onboard and we were flying out of orbit, leaving The Manor in flames behind us – a final precaution, to remove any traces of our presence – I was still working at my console on the bridge.
Mags urged me to call it a night, to join the crew in celebration in the mess hall. I’d said, “Maybe later. I just have a few things I need to finish first.”
She’d given me a worried look, but I’d told her to go on without me. “I’ll be there soon.”
But that was a lie. I knew it before I’d even said it. I had no intention of joining them, of talking about how I would spend my share of the newfound wealth – for we all had a share coming. We’d split it evenly, Maggie declared, between ourselves, the prisoners, the Korinthian pilots and Dana Ward and her children.
It was a fair distribution, and someday I’d be glad of the money. I knew that. But right now, I couldn’t be glad.
Syd, my friend, was dead. He’d died saving the people I loved. And I would never even be able to tell him how much I loved him for it.
Tears stung my eyes as I stared at the screen. I’d been building a tracking system to hand over to the Union, so they could retrieve the exotic animals roaming the planet. The lines of code began to blur.
Soon, I was weeping, bawling my eyes out at my keyboard. I didn’t hear the door open behind me. I didn’t realize Maggie had returned until I felt her arm wrap around my shoulders.
“I’m sorry about Syd, Kay.”
I pressed my face into her shoulder, sobbing uncontrollably – crying the tears I’d somehow managed to suppress all these long, terrible weeks. Tears of fear. Tears of anger. Tears of sorrow and loss.
“I’m so sorry, darling.”
I cried for a long time, and she went on holding me, stroking my hair gently. Finally, when I’d exhausted every expression of grief I had in me, when I’d soaked her shirt with tears, I drew back and blew my nose.
“Let’s forget about the party,” she said gently. “Let’s see if Dr. Fredricks can get you something to help you sleep.”
I nodded numbly. “Let me just save my work.”
She stood back while I started to close my windows – the tracking system, the blueprints, the plans we’d drawn up. One after the other, I clicked through them.
Then, I paused, staring at a little notification that had been buried behind other windows.
Upload received.
My mind went back to the night before, to the terrible moments leading up to Sydney’s death. I saw it all, heard it all: the vaults opening in the walls, the robots appearing, the overhead voice announcing Omega Protocol, Sydney rushing to the door.
And that message appearing on my screen.
Upload received.
I tapped the Open button. A dialogue box appeared, titled Via Robotics Unit Restoration.
“Welcome to Via Robotics Unit Restoration,” it read. “You have successfully saved the core memories and personality matrix of unit: SYDNEY.
“This matrix may be applied to a new or factory refurbished unit to restore SYDNEY following retirement or accidental destruction of the unit. Via Robotics recommends upgrading units every three to five years for optimal performance. For more information, click the more information button below.”
Desperately, I clicked the button. A chipper voice declared, “Connecting you with a representative. Please hold.”
A moment later, a video chat popped up. A bright-faced smiling young woman said, “Via Robotics, Shirley speaking. Good afternoon! I see you’re calling about…” She glanced at a point off screen. “Sydney. Is that correct?”
I nodded and started to explain that he’d been destroyed.  
“An accident,” Maggie put in over my shoulder.
“But I got this Unit Restoration upload, right before it happened,” I said.
The smiling Shirley nodded. “That is a standard feature, provided at no charge. Units will trigger the upload in moments of imminent demise.”
I didn’t care about charges at the moment. I just needed to know what it meant. “But – what does it do? It says we can ‘restore’ Sydney?”
She went on smiling. I half-wondered if she was a real person at all, or some kind of advanced AI. “Indeed. We may have one life, but thanks to Via Robotics, our robotic friends and coworkers can go on living forever.”
“You mean Syd’s not actually dead?” I demanded.
“Not at all. Your Sydney simply transferred his consciousness. For a nominal fee – plus the cost of a new unit – Via Robotics can assign him a new form. In fact, we recommend upgrading units on a regular basis.”
She started to launch into a sales pitch about the benefits of regular upgrades, but I cut her off, needing to hear it again. “Sydney’s not dead?”
Her smile broadened. “He’s not dead. In fact, if you like, and if you had a credit card available, we can get the process started immediately. For a modest fee for expedited service, we can have Sydney waiting for you at any major star port within twenty-four hours.”
We paid the fee, although we wouldn’t reach Zeldar Station for a week. I didn’t care. I wanted Syd back, as soon as possible.
Maggie didn’t bat an eyelash, either, as I ordered the most expensive bot, with the most advanced systems available to civilians.
The creepy Via Robotics lady’s grin turned sharklike as the numbers crawled upward. She recommended every upgrade on the market, and I agreed to them all. Maggie nodded, saying it was the least we could do after what Syd had done.
“And we can afford it, now.”
Dave nearly blew a gasket when he heard the total bill, and that Maggie meant to deduct it from our haul before we divided the loot. But the rest of the crew agreed. Without Syd, there’d be no loot at all.
So, twenty-four hours later, a surly Dave joined the rest of the crew when the Via Robotics tech called us. This wasn’t the creepy lady, although he smiled as much and as creepily.
He was one of the Via Robotics techs stationed on Zeldar. “Your unit is ready to come online,” he said, baring his teeth at us. “Just give the word!”
I nodded. “Do it.”
He pressed a button. “And, he’s online. You should be receiving a transmission…now.”
At that precise moment, we got the notice of an incoming call. I tapped out of the Via Robotics chat, and the grinning face of the young tech vanished. Syd’s voice – the carefully modulated, robotic tones I’d thought I might never hear again – came over the line.
“Katherine?”
“Syd,” I whispered. “Oh my God, it really is you.”
“In the flesh, if I may appropriate the phrase. I see you received my distress signal.”
“I did.”
“And – I must say, you’ve chosen remarkably well.”
“Do you – do you remember what happened?” I asked.
“I remember being about to trigger the EMP,” he said. “I assume it worked?”
“It did. Everyone lived. We got Templeton. Before he ended up lunch, anyway.”
Syd declared, “I appreciate the costs of feeding a crew, but Mr. David really has gone too far this time.”
“Oh, no, not like that,” I started.
But he interrupted, “That was a joke, Katherine.”
“Oh. Of course.”
Dave snorted. “Real funny. You blew a fortune for this?”
“Don’t believe him, Syd,” Maggie said. “We’re all happy to have you back. Dave too.”
“And I am delighted to be back. Especially in this body. At this rate, I should die more frequently, Captain.”




Chapter Thirty-Eight

The trip back to Station Zeldar seemed at once to take forever, but also to pass in the blink of an eye.
Maggie called Meddling, and the admiral was, by all accounts, furious. But I didn’t sit in on that call. All I knew was that he had told Maggie he would handle the cleanup, but that if he never heard from her again as long as he lived, it would be too soon.
For my own part, I contacted Commander Yanik’to. He greeted me with a bemused tone. “I understand from the admiral that your Magdalene is restored to you safe and sound?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Meddling tells me that her captors simply let her go. She woke up one day and found herself on Zeldar Station, quite alone.”
“Uh, it was a little more complicated than that.”
His eyes twinkled. “I’m certain it was. But I would prefer not to know the details. Oh. And speaking of details, have you heard?”
“What?”
“Terrible news for the Union. It broke yesterday. Senator Templeton died in a tragic housefire. It seems a faulty bedroom lamp was to blame.”
“Is that so?” I asked.
“Indeed. There’s going to be a memorial service tomorrow at noon standard, to commemorate the ‘fearless leader’ we lost. It’ll be on all the casts.”
“Thanks, I’ll miss it.”
He chortled. “Well, at any rate, all’s well that ends well as you humans like to say.”
“I don’t know if I’d call it ‘well,’” I said. “They’re going to be celebrating a monster. Sweeping his crimes under the rug forever. What kind of justice is that?”
“Sometimes,” he said, “it’s better not to inquire too closely. To borrow a different human phrase, ‘People who live in glass houses should not throw stones.’ There is sometimes no good way to reveal only the unpleasantness you wish revealed.”
I snorted. “Is that what Meddling said? That’s just the Union, covering its ass as usual.”
“Maybe,” he said. “But you have your wife back, and your life. Do not – if I may be permitted a third human colloquialism in one conversation – ‘look a gift horse in the mouth.’”
And on that note, he took his leave.
My other conversation involved less humor and more tears. Dana Ward burst into tears of relief when she heard that we’d rescued Maggie. “I am so glad to hear it, Katherine. I know nothing can ever undo what my brother did. But at least I don’t have to remember his last act being to cause so much suffering.”
Then I told her that the code she’d found belonged to a safe.
“A safe where? Was it Jeff’s?”
“Better if we don’t get into details. But there was money inside that Jeff would have wanted to go to you and your children.”
She shook her head and adamantly refused. “You keep it. It’s the least I can do, to make up for everything. But – I don’t want any of Jeff’s blood money.”
Not even my assurance that there was plenty to go around, or that her information had come in handier than she would ever know, convinced her. She wouldn’t profit from her brother’s criminal activity.
“Then take it for your children,” I said. “You don’t have to tell them where it came from. Think of it as – as Jeff’s way of atoning for the path he chose. He knew that will would go to you, Dana. He wanted you and his nieces and nephews to be okay.”
It took some persuading, but in the end she agreed to take a share for each of the children. She didn’t want to know how much, and she didn’t want details: the money could be put into trusts for them, for use when they reached adulthood.
But for herself, she would accept nothing. “But forgiveness, if you can grant it. I know what you saw of him was evil. But somewhere in there was a really good man, Katherine, who got himself mixed up in the wrong company. That’s all.”
I didn’t know if she spoke with a knowledge I didn’t have, or with a sister’s loyalty. Either way, I had my doubts. But I kept them to myself. “I forgive him, Dana.”
As for the five we rescued from The Manor, they were harmless unfortunates who had run afoul of Templeton. One was a maid who had stumbled on evidence of his criminal activities, and tried to blackmail him; another, a low-level drug dealer who resisted Templeton’s gangs when they moved into his territory; a pair of private investigators who got too close for comfort; and a mercenary who tried to desert after he realized just who he’d signed for.
Dr. Fredricks tended to their physical situations. Their psychological well-being would need more treatment than a ship’s medic could reasonably supply, but here at least the admiral stepped up. He had a team of medical specialists waiting for the rescued men and women at Zeldar Station.
And Maggie arranged accounts for their use when they were well enough to be on their own, full of credits – their share of the loot.
I said my goodbyes as the medics evacuated our passengers, and raced out to the boardwalk. A Via Robotics sales rep had assured me Sydney would be waiting for us.
I scanned the bustling strip, the disembarking crews and passengers, the merchants ferrying wares to market, the crews unloading cargo.
And then I spotted a metal form standing heads above the crowd: a robotic titan, that must have weighed an easy twelve hundred pounds.
I ran toward it, calling, “Sydney? Is that you?”
It chirped out in an emotionless, digital voice, “This unit stands ready to assist.”
I stared in abject disappointment. Not Sydney, then. Some other robot, without the spark of independence and sentience that made Syd who he was.
Then, the robot spoke again, this time in Syd’s voice. “That was a joke, Katherine.”
I wanted to fling my arms around him in a hug, and berate him for his ill-timed humor. So I compromised, by doing both at once. I threw my arms around him – or, as far around him as they’d go, and said, “That’s not funny, Syd. Do you have any idea how much I’ve missed you? I thought you had died.”
“I apologize,” he said. “I didn’t have time to warn you. But I trusted you would figure out what needed to be done.”
His apology made me feel a little silly. Was I really going to begrudge him a bad joke or two after his heroic return from death? “I didn’t mean that. I meant – never mind. It doesn’t matter. I’m just so happy you’re okay.”
I pulled back to look at him. He looked like the old Syd, though larger and with heavier armor. “Is it really you?”
“It is. I –” He broke suddenly, his voice morphing into the robotic default one. “This unit requests clarification: does this unit know you?”
I stared in mortification. Something was wrong. Something must have gone wrong during the transfer process.
“Ha ha ha,” Syd said, in his own tones. “Another joke. Don’t worry, Katherine: I am completely myself. But I have spent the past week refining my humor protocols.”
“Oh no.”
“Oh yes. Now, where is Mr. David? I have some new material I think he will enjoy, and I would like to see if it pans out.”
I stared at him.
“That was a –” he started.
“I know it was a joke. I’m just wondering how to murder you.”
“Well,” he said airily, “the good news is, that is virtually undoable thanks to these upgrades. And the better news is, I really do have a ton of cooking jokes.”
I just groaned.




The adventure continues!

Maggie’s and Kay’s adventures continue in book eight, Horse Latitudes – and be sure to check out the new Space Station Frontera series, set in the Black Flag world!
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Sellswords & Spellweavers: epic fantasy series
 
Flint & Co Paranormal Investigations: urban fantasy series
 



cover.jpeg





