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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Here’s the receipt for your one-time payment, Chief,” the General said, handing Easy his certificate of service.  The senior officer seemed bored as he wrapped up the retirement ceremony.  “Thank you for your service.  You are officially dismissed.”

      Master Chief Edgar Zacchaeus “Easy” McCoy took the flimsy paper in his calloused hand.  He was more used to holding weapons than receipts, and he didn’t bother looking at it.  He saluted the general out of respect for the Galactic Navy, not for the officer in front of him.  The bored general might not think much of Easy ending a thirty-year career, but it was important, and Easy wanted to do it right.  The general waved a hand in the air.  It was the kind of lazy, undisciplined salute that a drill sergeant would have thrown a fit about.  And much like the rest of the ceremony, if it could be called that, it was done with halfhearted disinterest.  Easy turned on his heel and left the office.  He was in full dress uniform with a chest full of medals earned in combat.  He was used to being knee-deep in mud and blood, but he doubted the General had ever been in real danger or suffered more than a paper cut in his career.

      Easy walked down a short hall, through a waiting room, then out into the concourse of the Galactic Navy shipyard.  His rucksack was packed full of his belongings, and a heavy crate on tiny wheels contained the only possessions that Easy had acquired in the three decades since graduating high school and joining the Navy.  He stuck the receipt in his pocket without looking at it, picked up the rucksack and slung it over one shoulder, then took the handle of his hardcase and started walking.

      There was a line at the central dispatch station.  Easy waited his turn, and when he finally reached the stressed-out petty officer processing the Navy personnel passing through the shipyard, he handed his official ID to the overweight man.

      “Master Chief McCoy,” the officer said, finally looking up from his console directly at Easy.  “Retired!  Congratulations, Chief.  You’ve got full privileges.  We’ll find you a spot on any transport as long as it isn’t on a combat tour.  Where do you want to go?”

      “Home,” Easy said simply.  “Esbe Four.”

      “The Skara Brea system,” the officer commented, focusing back on his terminal.  “If you’re ready to leave now, there’s a cargo ship leaving for that system in one hour, down on Bravo deck, gate 39.”

      “That works,” Easy said.  “Thank you.”

      “Yeah, no problem.  Enjoy your retirement, Master Chief.  Don’t spend that pension payment all in one place.”

      “Copy that,” Easy said, taking his ID back and heading for the lift that would take him down to Bravo deck.

      The shipyard was essentially a giant space station.  Part dock, part administration facility, it serviced the massive interstellar warships of the Galactic Navy, as well as the thousands of cargo ships that helped supply humanity’s military effort across hundreds of systems.  Easy rode the open-air gravity lift down Bravo deck.  It was essentially a tube with its own gravity generators.  Easy stepped off into open space, holding his rucksack with one hand, and his rolling hardcase with the other.  He gently floated down past Delta and Charlie decks until he reached Bravo, where he managed to step past the invisible barrier back into normal gravity without losing his balance.

      Long docking arms formed the gate, and Easy also had a long walk to reach the ship he would be riding on.  But after thirty years in the military, Easy was accustomed to tight schedules and showing up on time.  He moved down the open concourse with purpose and reached his gate in plenty of time to make his flight.  He slipped his ID card into an automated reader.  It chimed, opening the door to the docking arm.  A long, narrow hallway led to an airlock that opened onto the crew section of a Class D cargo ship.

      “You McCoy?” a crewman in dirty coveralls asked.

      Easy nodded.

      “There’s a lounge down that way.  You can rest there while we finish loading and make our maneuvers.”

      “Thanks,” Easy said.  “What’s the ETA for Esbe Four?”

      “We’re taking a load of alloy girders for the space station in the Skara Brea system.  You’ll have to catch a shuttle to wherever you’re going from there.  We’re four and a half hours from the jump point.  That’s all I know for sure.”

      “Thanks,” Easy said, adjusting his rucksack that was slung over his shoulder.  He started for the lounge.

      The ship was exactly what he expected: small, cramped, dingy, and on the verge of being worn-out.  Cargo ships were working platforms where crew lived for months at a time while they ferried goods across the galaxy.  Easy was a former RAKE or Reconnaissance, Acquisition, and Kinetic Engagement specialist, a Special Forces Operator who was used to spending months hidden on backwater planets when on mission.  He could find a way to survive in almost any environment.  Many naval vessels were a mix of pristine and practical.  And he had spent most of his military career on the lower decks where function was king, and form was whatever happened to be the most practical in a given space.

      The lounge was a mix of dining room and passenger type spaces.  Easy took a seat on a padded chair that was bolted against the deck and the wall.  It wasn’t going anywhere.  Right next to the chair was a rack built into the wall itself.  His hardcase slid into a slot under the rack, and his rucksack went on top.  There were simple bungee cords with S hooks to batten his luggage down.

      Once his gear was carefully stowed, Easy pulled out a Cherry iLink Z from the inside pocket of his dress uniform jacket.  The device was new, purchased to replace his military grade Personal Computer Link, or PCL as they were called in the Navy.  He powered the iLink on and let it sync with the ship’s network.  From there he could download private messages and access the ship’s destination log that showed how long he would be in transit.

      “Forty-four hours,” he whistled quietly to himself, thinking he should get comfortable for the long trip to the Skara Brea system.

      He pulled his one set of civilian clothes out from the top of his rucksack and stepped into the little bathroom across from the lounge.  By the time he finished changing there was another passenger on board, a tall and lean man with a black pointed beard.  The passenger didn’t look up as Easy walked past and packed his neatly folded dress uniform into his rucksack.  The man seemed obsessed with his PCL.  But it was only natural to glance up when someone came into a room.  To a former soldier used to assessing every situation for danger, the failure of the man with the pointed beard to look up was a red flag.  But all Easy could do was wait to see how the situation played out.
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      “Kitt McCoy, you old man.  What the hell happened to you?”

      “Did your parents have any children who lived?” Kitt asked.

      “Not a one,” Hutch McCoy said as Kitt stood up from the table.

      They hugged.  Not the brief, back-slap type hug most men made, but a genuine embrace.  The two siblings hadn’t seen each other in a very long time.  The bar was one of several at the lavish resort, and wasn’t crowded yet.  It was mid-afternoon after all, and the Royal Telmus on Esbe Four was a high-end casino and resort on one of the planet’s many islands.  The bars and restaurants would get noisier once the sun went down and people came in from playing out in the sand and surf.  Fortunately, there were only a few patrons in the establishment at two o’clock in the afternoon.

      “You been waiting long?” Hutch asked.

      “Not even long enough to finish my beer,” Kitt said.  “It’s good to see you.”

      “It’s good to be seen.  When does Zacchaeus get here?”

      “I don’t know, he hasn’t made contact yet.  Probably a couple of days.”

      The two men sat down.  A serving droid brought Hutch a beer.  It was cold and frothy, if not very flavorful.  Hutch took a drink, then wiped the foam from his mustache with the back of his hand.

      “You seen Big Candy yet?” Hutch asked.

      “He left me a message.  Said he was working, if you believe that, and he’ll meet us for dinner.”

      “Big never worked a day in his life,” Hutch said.

      “He always had the golden touch, even as a kid,” Kitt agreed.

      “He’s not a kid anymore, none of us are.  It’s been twenty years since dad passed, can you believe it?

      Kitt shook his head and tried not to let a gloomy sense of depression settle over him.  He hated thinking about his age and the fact that perhaps his best days were behind him.  But the older he got, the more difficult it became to face the reality of his life.  Depression had become a regular battle he had to fight, but he didn’t want his brothers to know.

      “I’ve got some news,” Hutch said.

      He was grinning, his thick mustache hiding his upper lip, but his smile was wide and bright.  Kitt noticed the deep lines in his brother’s forehead and around his eyes, yet he still had the features and mannerisms Kitt remembered from when they were kids.  They were all approaching an age when people would begin to give them senior citizen discounts.  If they were wealthy men they would have already paid for age reduction therapy.  Kitt was fifty-four years old by galactic standards.  When he looked in the mirror he sometimes didn’t recognize the older man looking back at him.  He was exactly nine months and thirteen days from crossing what pilots called the MRA, mandatory retirement age.  He wouldn’t lose his license, but no company would hire him to pilot their ships any longer.  He would have to give up flying, and he wasn’t sure what he would do.

      “What’s your news?” Kitt asked after another sip of his beer.

      “I found something,” he replied, leaning forward and crossing his arms on the tabletop.  “I can’t verify it, but it looks legit.”

      “What?” Kitt asked.

      “Do you remember Dad’s obsession?”

      “The quartzite mines?  Sure.”

      “What if I told you I found a way through the Fanning Belt?”

      Kitt leaned back in his chair, not sure if his brother was pranking him or being honest.  The Fanning Belt was a massive asteroid field in the Harpazo system that orbited a young star.  It was located on the edge of the galactic arm, right on the tip of the long spiral, and was completely unstable.  The matter in the Fanning Belt was in the process of forming a planet.  It just needed a few million more years of heat and pressure, but it was at an ideal stage for mining quartzite.  The only problem was getting through the Fanning Belt.  Rumor had it that someone had successfully plotted a course through the huge asteroids, but mining quartzite crystals was highly regulated by the Galactic Union’s Natural Resources Bureau.  Getting permits took years and millions of credits.  Small independent mining operations had been squeezed out and forced to sell their ores illegally on the black market.

      Eustace Melchizedek McCoy had had four sons, and he told them stories when they were children of finding a passage through the Fanning Belt and mining quartzite crystals.  They were crucial to building dark matter coupling isolators, better known as perpetual motion engines that could power a starship by pulling in free isotopes from space and converting them to usable energy.  The technology was in use on large government spacecraft, but quartzite was incredibly expensive.  Most ships relied on fusion generators that required large amounts of hydrogen.  Creating a tiny sun to power a starship was effective, but required a lot of maintenance to keep the reactor from burning up the ship, or compromising the hull, which was just as deadly.  A person who could mine quartzite could make a fortune on the black market, as long as they didn’t get caught.

      “It’s just an urban legend,” Kitt said.  “Dad knew that.  Stop pulling my leg.”

      Hutch shook his head.  “I found it.”

      “What are you saying?” Kitt asked.  “You found quartzite crystals?”

      “No, of course not,” Hutch said.  “This is even better.”

      “You found a way through the Fanning Belt?”

      “Keep your voice down,” Hutch cautioned.  “You never know who’s listening.”

      Kitt leaned forward and looked his brother in the eye.  “You’re not lying, are you?”

      “Like I said, I can’t prove it.  Not yet, but…”

      He let the thought hang between them.  Kitt didn’t need to be prompted.  They both hadn’t forgotten their father’s stories.  The old man had dreamed of finding a way through the asteroid field.  He talked about getting a ship and crew together to mine for quartzite, but as Kitt got older he realized it wouldn’t be so simple.

      “The Fanning Belt is in the Contested Zone,” Kitt said.  “Even if you had a reliable course through the asteroids, how would you get past the blockade?”

      “We would need a really good pilot,” Hutch said, flashing his big grin.  “Do you know anyone?”

      “Shut up, you old fool.”

      “Hey, it might be possible.  If we had a ship, we might make it through.  Just one run would be enough to make us all rich men.”

      “Or dead men,” Kitt argued.  “And we don’t have a ship.  You can’t be serious about this?”

      “I’ve been thinking about it,” Hutch said.  “It was a long trip from the Mardux system.”

      “Tell me what you found,” Kitt relented, tapping an icon on the table between them to order more drinks.  “And don’t leave anything out.”
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      Easy had heard the rumors.  The Independent Coalition of Planets, better known as the ICP, were recruiting fighters from all over the Galactic Union.  It was dangerous work, since the GU would prosecute the recruiters as spies and execute them for treason.  One wrong word to the wrong person could be deadly.

      Even after thirty years of service–some might even say especially after thirty years–Easy had little love for the Union.  Government was a necessary evil, and what started as a good idea often fell prey to corruption and bloated into enormous bureaucracies that crushed the hopes and dreams of the little guy.  The Galactic Union was no different, not inherently evil but susceptible to the same type of people who tended to favor political power.  In the Navy there were climbers, usually in the officer track.  They were people who just wanted rank and cared nothing for the actual mission and values of the Navy.

      The cargo ship had left the dock and was cruising out to the designated launch area where it would transition to hyperspace.  Easy had sent a message to his brothers using his iLink and kept the ship’s progress pulled up on the handy device while he waited for the man with the beard to make a move.  The only question in his mind was if the man was a spy recruiting for the ICP, or a counterintelligence agent there to see if he was a threat to the GU.

      Patience was a skill learned through long hours of standing watch and refined on the battlefield.  Easy had taken part in sixteen combat operations, including wars on three planets.  The time between battles was a crucible of the mind.  Anticipating the horror of war drove some people crazy.  Others were hardened by the waiting, like hot steel in the hands of an expert who hammered out the impurities and fashioned the raw metal into a lethal instrument.  Easy was content to sit and wait for the bearded man to make his move.  And eventually, he did just that.

      The bearded man got up, fixing himself a coffee in a paper cup.  He took his time pouring in sugar and cream, then swirling it all around with a tiny straw.  Easy watched out of the corner of his eye, the way a mongoose watched a cobra as it slithered closer and closer.

      “You going to Skara Brea?” the bearded man asked as he returned to his seat.

      Easy nodded but didn’t speak.  He was comfortable with silence.

      “I’ve got business on the station there,” the bearded man went on.  “I’m hoping to get down on Esbe Four at some point though.  The water down there is pristine, absolutely beautiful.  You ever been down there?”

      “Grew up there,” Easy said.

      “Is that right?  Well, you know then.  It’s a beautiful place, just stunning.”

      Easy didn’t feel the need to explain that not every city on Esbe Four was for tourists.  He had grown up the youngest of four brothers in an industrial hub that was far removed from the golden coast or the resort islands.  A river ran through his hometown, but it was muddy brown and stank of chemicals.  Leaving had been a simple choice and one he didn’t regret.  But his years in the Navy were over, and it was time to find a new life.  He hoped that seeing his brothers back on Esbe Four might give him some clarity.

      “You’re military,” the bearded man continued.  “I saw your gear there.  Not trying to be nosy, just thought a little conversation would be nice.  What branch do you serve?”

      “Navy,” Easy said, going along with the man simply to see where he was headed. “Retired.”

      “That a fact?  I had a sister in the Navy.  Don’t see her much anymore.  My name is Connor.  This is some terrible coffee.  I usually take it black, but it’s so bad I had to take the edge off.”

      “Call me Easy, everyone does.”

      “Interesting name,” Connor said.  “So what takes you back to Esbe Four?  You have family?”

      Easy nodded.

      “That’s good.  How many years did you serve?”

      There it was.  The obvious question all the chit-chat had been leading up to.  Easy was glad to finally be getting to the point.

      “Thirty,” he said.

      “Wow, that’s impressive,” Connor said, setting his coffee on the flat armrest of his chair.

      He reached into a bag and pulled out a strange-looking device.  It reminded Easy of a computer terminal, the kind carried by techies in the Navy with heavy duty, shockproof cases and beefy encrypted communication modules.  Connor opened it and typed a few key commands.  Then he rotated the screen toward Easy and his friendly demeanor changed.

      “Thirty years for enlisted personnel, that should be around one point eight million credits in your retirement lump sum payment,” Connor said.

      Easy heard the words, but his focus was on the man’s right hand, which was below the armrest of his seat.  It was impossible to tell if he had a gun or a knife, but there was no doubt in the former RAKE operator that he was about to be threatened.  Obviously the man wasn’t an agent or spy.  He didn’t know that Easy was an expert in hand-to-hand combat.  He was just a thief trying to steal the money the Navy had paid him for his years of military service.

      “Why don’t you hand over the receipt they gave you and we’ll transfer that money to an account so it gets distributed to whoever you want?”

      “Why would I do that?” Easy asked calmly, his eyes studying the bearded man, whose name he was certain wasn’t Connor.

      The man smiled.  “You’ve got to transfer the money, you know.  Someone is going to get a cut of that.  I used to be in banking, and this is how it works.  Now, give me the receipt.  I’m not going to steal your money.  This is all legal.  I can transfer it wherever you want before we leave the system.  It will be waiting for you when we reach Skara Brea.”

      “And if I don’t, I suppose the gun in your hand is just part of your sales pitch?”

      Connor’s grin faltered, and he raised his hand.  He wasn’t holding a gun, but a knife.  He pressed a button, and the long, double-edged stiletto blade shot forward.

      “Doesn’t have to be like that,” Connor said.

      Easy saw that the man was breathing faster.  His face looked a little pale.  Fear was written all over him.  Fear and desperation.  Easy had no doubt that Connor planned to take every credit of the retirement payout and was probably going to kill him too.  So he stood up.  Easy was forty-eight years old.  There were deep wrinkles around his eyes and across his forehead.  His short hair was more gray than brown, and his joints popped when he moved, but he was strong.  He could outrun most new recruits, and there was no unnecessary fat on his frame.  He didn’t move fast, but he was smooth and that was sometimes mistaken for speed.  Connor flinched, raising the knife in a threatening gesture.

      “Careful!” he said.

      Easy raised his hands palms out, trying to calm down the criminal.

      “Just getting the receipt out of my pocket,” he said.

      He could have tried to calm the thief, make up a story about how Connor was actually doing him a favor.  But Easy didn’t want Connor to be calm.  He wanted him jumpy, on edge, tense.

      “Just take it slow, okay,” Connor ordered, as he got up to face Easy.

      It wasn’t lost on the former Special Forces Operator that Connor had to push himself up off the chair, or that his stomach pressed against the front of his shirt.  Still, a desperate person was a dangerous person.  Easy pulled the slip of paper from his pocket and held it out with two fingers.  Connor reached for it as if the receipt were food and he was a starving man.  Easy let the paper drop just as it brushed Connor’s fingers.

      “Sorry, sorry,” Easy said, holding his hands up again.

      “Damn it!” Connor cursed.  “Don’t you move.  I don’t want to hurt you but—”

      He never finished his sentence.  Connor was bending down to pick up the paper Easy had dropped when a lightning-fast kick knocked the knife from his hand.  Shock registered on the thief’s face as he glanced up.  Connor had just enough time to see the glint of danger in Easy’s eyes before a fist connected with the tip of his chin.  His head snapped backward, his eyes rolled in their sockets, and his body dropped to the floor.

      Easy walked calmly across the lounge and picked up the knife.  It was a cheap, spring-loaded switchblade.  Easy tossed it into the trash chute that went down into the bowels of the ship.  Then he returned to the unconscious thief.  He picked up Connor by one arm and slung him back into the seat he had been sitting in.  The grifter was out cold, his head lolling toward his left shoulder.  Easy picked up the computer.  The screen was a blank field with two boxes in the center.  One said routing number, the other account number.  He closed the computer and took it to his rucksack.  There was just enough room to hide the device among his clothes.

      Finally, Easy picked up the paper he had dropped.  It wasn’t his pension payout receipt, just the reservation confirmation his brother Big Candy had sent him a month prior.  He was going home to see his brothers, and not to the dirty industrial slum they had grown up in, but to a fancy resort where the wealthy played and the lucky could win big.  Easy had no intentions of gambling his pension away or buying into whatever scheme his older brother had running, but he wouldn’t mind a little vacation.  After all, he thought to himself, he had earned it.
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      Big Candy loved the feel of cards in his hand.  He was a big man, nearly three hundred pounds, and always had a drink nearby.  On the table in front of him there was a cocktail with fruit juice, soda, and just a splash of alcohol.  There was also a bowl of chocolate-covered almonds.  It was all part of his persona, his personal brand.  Born Derick Bartholomew McCoy, he had been nicknamed Big Candy by the kids in his neighborhood before the age of ten.  He had always had candy and made a tidy profit peddling it to his classmates at recess or in the bathroom.

      After school, Big Candy had ventured into a variety of business ventures, but eventually he settled on gambling as a profession.  He knew how to win, and more importantly, the type of people to play against.  Wealthy tourists were his bread and butter.  Losing to a pro like Big Candy was an experience that many vacationing businessmen would brag about for the rest of their lives.  They were sloppy with their money and easy to read.  Big had no qualms about taking their money.

      He was in the middle of a game with two very wealthy businessmen and one young aristocrat who thought he was better than he was.  The kid had more tells than he did ideas in his head, but he was from an incredibly rich family and was down nearly two hundred thousand credits.  It was the type of game that rarely came around.  A typical week at one of the resorts might net Big twenty or thirty thousand credits, enough to keep him comfortable.  But occasionally he landed a whale, and Big had the kid on the line.  Beating him at cards was the easy part.  Knowing if he should or not was more difficult.

      “You gonna play old man, or did your heart stop?” the kid said with a smirk.

      He was barely old enough to go into the casinos, yet he had more money than all the other patrons of the resort combined.  And because he hadn’t earned a single credit of his vast fortune, he didn’t respect it.

      “Just making up my mind,” Big Candy replied, popping a chocolate almond into his mouth and crunching it.  “You scare me.”

      “This?” the kid said, waving at the mound of casino chips on the table.  “I spend more than that on a haircut.”

      Big looked at the kid.  His hair looked as if he had just rolled out of bed, and yet there was no doubt that he’d paid someone thousands of credits to make it look as if he didn’t care.  His clothes were designer brands and fit his thin frame well.  There were two women in tight dresses sipping soda water and watching him play poker.  Big didn’t mind the women; it was the man in the dark suit with dead eyes that made him hesitate.  The trio were part of the kid’s entourage, and Big wasn’t sure if they were his handlers or his servants.

      “You’re out of your mind,” Big said, not bothering to look at his hand of cards.  He knew exactly what he had and was almost certain that his opponent was bluffing.

      The two businessmen at the table were watching with rapt fascination.  There was another pro at the table too, but he was losing interest in the game.  Big had already won plenty, around twenty thousand credits.  He could fold his hand, take his chips, and leave while he was ahead.  Or he could go all in, force the kid to show his hand, and maybe take close to two hundred thousand.

      “So make up your mind,” the kid said.  “I’m throwing a party in my suite, and you’re starting to bore me.”

      The businessmen chuckled.  Big grinned.  He knew his brothers were waiting for him.  Their baby brother was on his way home after putting his neck on the line for thirty years in the GU Navy.  That had been a real risk.  Big felt a stab of guilt about the fact that his brothers had all gone into legitimate professions.  Candy was the black sheep, the hustler, the guy no one took seriously until he took their money.

      “I guess I’ll chance it,” Big said with mock humility as he slid his chips into the large pile at the center of the table.

      The kid’s smirk shifted from arrogance to annoyance.  As Big laid down his cards he watched the man across the room.  Dead Eyes didn’t move, didn’t shift his weight or even blink.

      “Damn it!” the kid shouted, throwing his cards at the dealer, as if it were her fault.  “This is stupid.  You’re all a bunch of cheaters.”

      “There’s one card left,” the dealer said calmly, arranging the kid’s hand on the table in front of him.

      “I think you’re all in this together,” the kid said.  “Do you know who I am?  Desmond Rosenshield, as in Rosenshield Shipping.”

      “We’re aware,” one of the businessmen said, his mouth turning up in a gleeful smile.

      While their wives were being pampered in the spa and their children frolicked on the beach, the businessmen were playing cards at the poker tables.  And it wasn’t about the money they lost, but about the stories they would tell.  Watching the young scion of a well-known family lose more money in one hand than they earned in a year was exactly what they were hoping for.  It would be a story they told their peers, friends, and business associates for the rest of their lives.  And the more the kid acted like a fool, the better their story would be.

      “I don’t care about the money,” Desmond snarled.  “But I won’t be cheated.”

      He slammed his hand down on the table.  It was a solid piece of furniture, thick and heavy, covered with the finest felt.  Big watched as a vein began to throb on the side of the kid’s neck.

      “The game isn’t over, sir,” the dealer said.

      “Why don’t we just call it a push and go our separate ways?”  Big suggested, even though he knew they couldn’t do that.  It was all part of the game.

      “Screw you, old man,” the kid snapped, before turning to the dealer.  “Finish it.”

      The dealer flipped the last card.  The odds had been against the kid winning, and it was no surprise to Big when the game played out just as he expected.  What was surprising was the kid’s reaction.  He didn’t throw a fit, yell, or scream.  He didn’t pound the table or accuse him of cheating.  Instead, he leaned across the table toward Big and spoke in a quiet, even tone.

      “This isn’t over,” he said.  “We’ll meet again.”

      “It’s just a game,” Big said, raking in the chips.  “It isn’t personal.”

      The kid turned to the dealer and pointed at the chips he hadn’t lost.  The kid had come to the table with nearly a million credits in large denomination poker chips.  He still had most of them.  But he had yet to win a hand outright, or any real money.  Pointing to his chips he said, “See that this is put back on my account.” Then he spun around and stormed from the room.

      The two women both stood up together and followed him, their tight dresses and tall, spiky heels making them take quick, short steps.  Big normally would have admired their figures, even if they were completely artificial, but his focus was still on the man in the suit.  Dead Eyes.  The man didn’t move to follow his young companion immediately.  Instead he looked at Big for a moment, no emotion on his face.  Big didn’t look away.  If the kid wanted to come after him there was nothing Big could do about it.  And he refused to show any fear.  In his mind he hadn’t done anything wrong.  No one pushed the kid to throw his money away gambling, but the Rosenshield family might not see things that way.  It wouldn’t be the first time Big found himself in a jam because he beat someone playing poker.

      “Well, that kind of spoils the mood,” Big said, pushing his bowl of almonds toward the businessmen.  “Would either of you care for a chocolate almond?”

      “I’m good,” said the first man.

      “Why not?” said the other enthusiastically.

      “Let’s play poker, eh?” Big said.  “Dealer, we need more drinks.  I’m buying.”

      He flipped her a thousand credit chip, which she tucked away inside her shirt and then began shuffling the cards.
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      Easy walked across the space station.  Unlike the Navy’s shipyards, the Skara Brea spaceport was compact and clean.  There were shops selling all sorts of goods from sweets to luggage.  Easy stopped at a booth that was selling liquor.  He didn’t like to drink.  His years in Special Forces had taught him the value of constant vigilance.  And he had taken down more than one enemy of the state when they were inebriated.

      “What can I help you with?” the clerk asked.

      “That bottle of Esbe Local single barrel,” Easy said.

      It was a small bottle, just twenty milliliters in an angular container with a thick layer of wax over the cork, and a gold stamp on the front.

      “You can always tell a local,” the clerk said.  “How long you been gone?”

      “Three,” Easy said.

      “Years?”

      “Decades.”

      “Damn, brother.  Welcome home,” the clerk said.

      Easy handed him his banking fob.  The transaction took less than five seconds.  The clerk returned the fob, put the bottle of liquor in a brown paper bag, and handed it to Easy.

      “Thank you,” the former soldier said.

      He tucked the bottle into his backpack, which was straining at its industrial seams.  Then he slung the bag over his shoulder and went to an automated kiosk and bought himself a ride on the next shuttle going down to Esbe Four.  He had to wait an hour for the shuttle, which took half an hour to descend to a landing port.  There, Easy caught a flight out to Telmus Island.  When he walked through the lobby his brothers were there, waiting for them.

      “Easy!” Big Candy bellowed.

      “Welcome home,” Kitt said.

      “Damn good to see you, boy,” Hutch added.

      They took turns embracing him.  He had seen each of them at different times over the years, but they hadn’t all been together since Easy was a teenager.

      “What shall we do first?” Candy asked.  “Food, massages, a little company perhaps?”

      The big man winked at his youngest brother.  They were total opposites.  Big Candy was tall, with a big frame made more robust by rich food and hours spent sitting at card tables.  Easy was shorter than his brothers, compact, and trim.  And while Easy’s hair was mostly gray and thin, Big Candy had a head full of wavy hair that was so dark it was almost black.

      “I have something to talk to you all about,” Hutch said.

      “Here we go,” Kitt laughed.

      “I’m serious,” Hutch said.

      Easy pulled the bottle of liquor he had bought in the spaceport from his bag and held it out to his oldest brother.

      “Damn, the kid knows how to roll,” Big Candy said.  “Dad’s favorite.”

      Kitt slapped Easy on the back.  “I think it’s perfect.”

      “Agreed,” Hutch said.

      “To my suite then,” Big Candy said.  “This way, gentlemen.”

      A short elevator ride was followed by a long walk down a plush hallway.  Most of the rooms had expansive views of the beach and ocean, but Big’s suite overlooked the resort’s buildings.  He opened the door and led them inside.  The room was nicely appointed, but it didn’t have the trappings of the regular guest rooms.

      “Welcome to my home,” Big said.  “At least when I’m in town.”

      “They take care of you here?” Kitt said.

      “The room is free as long as I’m playing at the high roller tables everyday and not causing trouble,” Candy said.

      “Unbelievable,” Hutch responded.  “You play a game, take people’s money, and the resort rewards you.”

      “Some gamblers charge for their services,” Candy said, pulling four crystal tumblers from the small bar in the corner of the suite.  “I never do, but I’m not opposed to a little corporate sponsorship.”

      Easy handed the bottle to Kitt, who looked more like their father than the other three siblings.  Kitt had short hair with streaks of gray.  There was stubble on his cheeks, and his square chin had a bluish tint.  The man had a five o’clock shadow by lunch and eyes the color of steel.

      “It’s good to have you home, Edgar,” Kitt said as he broke the seal on the bottle of whiskey.

      “No one calls me that,” Easy said.

      “I thought you’d come home in uniform,” Hutch said.  “Dad was always proud of you.”

      “It’s in my luggage,” the former soldier replied.

      “Are we to know what’s in that hardcase?” Big asked.

      Kitt poured the liquor into the glasses, and everyone looked at the youngest member of the McCoy family.

      “Guns,” he said simply.

      Candy laughed, a big, booming bark of a laugh that was contagious.  Kitt and Hutch joined.

      “Brutally honest,” Candy said, taking a tumbler in his big hand.  “I’ll remember that.”

      “To Easy,” Hutch said, raising his glass.  “And staying alive all these years.”

      “Here, here,” Kitt said.

      They all took a drink.  The liquid was warm and had a toasted flavor, not unlike the bark of smoked brisket.  It slipped down the throat easily and left a trail of heat that spread through the body comfortably.

      “Smooth,” Big Candy said.  “Just the way dad liked it.”

      “I haven’t had this in years,” Hutch confessed.

      “Have you ever had it, Easy?” Kitt asked.

      “Dad shared a glass with me the day before I reported to the Navy,” he said.  “I haven’t had any since.”

      “It’s too bad the old man isn’t here to share it with us,” Hutch said.  “He would be thrilled with what I found.”

      “We’re getting right to it, then,” Kitt said.  “Easy just walked through the door.  He might want to check into his room and get a shower before we get too serious.”

      “I can’t help it,” Hutch said.  “I’m excited.  Besides, we aren’t spring chickens.”

      “Dad had a heart attack at fifty-five,” Big Candy said.  “He died three years later.”

      “They say it’s hereditary,” Hutch said.  “Like looking down the barrel of a gun.”

      “He didn’t mean that,” Kitt said to Easy.

      “Yeah, no offense, kid,” Hutch said.  “Just a figure of speech, you know.”

      Easy nodded.  He had looked down the barrel of more than one gun.  It wasn’t a comfortable experience or a good memory, but he wasn’t triggered by the turn of phrase.  He had his demons, but they were under his control, for the most part.

      “Can we sit down before you launch into your speech?” Big Candy said, pouring himself another drink from the small bottle.

      “Of course,” Hutch said.

      The suite had a sitting area with four tufted lounge chairs.  They weren’t real leather, but they were a good synthetic nonetheless.  The four men settled into their seats and sipped their drinks.  Easy didn’t care for the taste or the feeling of the liquor as it burned a trail down his throat, but he cherished the memory.  The drink, more than anything else, made him think of his father.

      “What’s this news?” Big Candy said, his bulky frame snugged tightly between the cushioned arms of his chair.

      “Well,” Hutch said, sitting his drink down on the small glass table between them and scooting to the edge of his seat.  “As you know I’ve been working on Mardux for the last few years.  They have an old salvage yard there, and some of the other engineers like to go poking around the surplus ships to get parts for their projects.”

      “Is this going to be a long story?” Big Candy asked.

      Kitt chuckled, “Just give him a minute.  He got dad’s love of a good story.”

      “Nothing wrong with a little color commentary,” Hutch said.  “So anyway, I was looking through the ships, checking their computer systems, and so on…and I found something.”

      “Tell me it isn't contagious,” Big said.

      “Very funny,” Hutch continued.  “Seriously, it’s something special.  On one of the old ships, a rock hauler called the Klondike, there was a mostly intact navigation computer.  I did a little repair work and got it fully functional again.”

      “Fascinating,” Big Candy said, finishing his second drink and looking around for the bottle.

      “It isn’t the computer that’s interesting,” Kitt said.  “It’s what’s on it.”

      “What’s on it?” Easy asked.

      “A chart through the Fanning Belt,” Hutch said with a grin.

      For a moment no one spoke.  The idea was incredible.  The asteroid field was in constant motion which made it seem impassable, but they all remembered their father telling them that the larger asteroids had gravity fields large enough to hold the surrounding objects in orbits that could be calculated and, therefore, navigated.

      “Oh!” Big said, his barking laughter returning, “it’s a joke!  Very well done, Hutch.  You had me going there for a minute.”

      “I’m not joking,” Hutch said.

      “Then you’re insane,” Big said.  “You want to fly through an impassable asteroid field trusting the course to an ancient nav computer you pulled from a junkyard?  Have you lost your mind?”

      “It might be nothing,” Hutch said.  “But what if it’s legit.  It could be what dad dreamed of.  And since we’re all together again, I thought maybe…”

      “You thought maybe you could get us all killed in your cockamamie plan?” Big thundered.  “Don’t be daft, man.  You think I would give up all this to go chasing a pipe dream?”

      “What have you got to lose?” Hutch said.  “This isn’t a home.  None of us are married.  We don’t have children depending on us.  And whether you want to admit it or not, we don't have a lot of time left to try something like this.”

      “We’d need a ship,” Kitt said.  “I think that’s the biggest obstacle.  No one will lease us a vessel for this kind of operation.”

      “A ship?  You think getting a ship is the hard part?” Big Candy said.  “What about getting through the Fanning Belt?  If it was possible everyone would do it.”

      “Look, we all have skills,” Hutch said.  “It might be possible for us to do something like this and prove dad right.  Isn’t that worth a shot?”

      They all fell quiet.  Easy was thinking about his pension.  It wasn’t exactly riches, but it was enough to give him a start in a new life.  He could invest the money in a business, but the truth was he didn’t have any interest in being a shopkeeper or a manufacturer.  He could buy some rental property, maybe even a small storage business, but after thirty years of running black ops with an elite team of special RAKE Operators, he feared he would die of boredom.  His brother’s idea was intriguing but the very definition of high risk.  Even if they could get through the Fanning Belt and mine the planetoid at the center, they would have to move the product on the black market.  That would make them criminals.  But if they succeeded they could earn enough money to change their lives.

      “The way I see it,” Hutch went on.  “If we can get past the blockade, we can use a drone to test the way through the asteroids.  We program it with the nav computer and see if it can run the gauntlet.  If it does, then we follow.  Easy, you’ve worked in hard vacuum before, right?”

      Easy nodded.  He had trained in hard vacuum and had even done a few missions that required EVA in deep space.

      “Kitt can fly us past the blockade,” Hutch pressed on.  “And Big, tell me you don’t have connections who could help us move the quartzite crystals, and I’ll drop the whole idea.”

      Big Candy laughed, reaching out for the nearly empty bottle of booze.  “You’re insane… certifiable,” he said before throwing back the last of the whiskey.  “I know some people.  But they aren’t honorable folk.  We’re talking hard people with ties to organized crime.  We’ll only get a fraction of what the ore is worth.”

      “A fraction of millions is still more than we make in a year,” Kitt said.  “Maybe we’re just dreaming here.  I don’t see how we get a ship, even if we pool all our resources.  And if we got someone to lease us one there would be a paper trail.  I just don’t see it happening.”

      “Well,” Big Candy said with a sigh.  “I might have something to say about that.  Come on, let me show you boys what’s possible.”
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      “This is it,” Big said, as he unlocked the man door to the big garage.

      The door swung open and Big shuffled through.  Kitt and Hutch followed, but Easy stayed at the door, leaning casually against the frame while glancing over his shoulder.  Old habits died hard, and the gray-haired former soldier didn’t like the idea of going into confined spaces without first knowing all the exits.

      They had taken a transport from the resort island back to their old hometown, Lasiter.  The city was just as dark and dingy as they all remembered.  The houses were broken down and in need of repairs.  Factories belched dark smoke into the sky, and large vehicles still using combustion engines rumbled as they rolled over the cracked streets.  In a row of nondescript buildings, each with large overhead doors and graffiti on the walls, was the only property that Big Candy owned.  Over the years he had used the building for a variety of enterprises, but for the last several years it was used to house his passion project.

      “This?” Hutch asked in disbelief.  “This is your ship?”

      “She’s something special,” Big Candy said.

      “It’s…vintage,” Kitt said, trying to be diplomatic.

      “Of course it is, what did you expect?” Big said with obvious pride.  “They don’t make them like this anymore.”

      “You got that right,” Hutch said with a chuckle.  “They haven’t made them like that since before we were born.”

      “What do you call her?” Kitt asked.

      “That’s the best part,” Big Candy replied.  “I call her the Saturday Night Fever.”

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Hutch said.

      “Not on your life, egghead,” Candy replied.

      “It’s got a lot of character,” Kitt said.

      “She’s a whole lotta ship, just you wait and see.”

      “Well, how about the grand tour?” Hutch said.  “Or are we even allowed on board this relic?”

      Kitt shot his brother a scathing look, and Hutch raised his hands as if to say he was sorry.  But Big didn’t notice the insult, or he chose to ignore it as he ran a hand over the curved fender that covered one of the four engine mounts.  They were empty, but Big was clearly in love with his ship.

      It was a large vessel, built in a time when ships were designed to please the eye.  It had flowing lines from front to back, with large fins over the rear section.  It was two stories, with cargo space and cabins for the crew, not huge, but not tiny either.  The four siblings could live and work on the ship without stepping on each other’s toes.  The front showcased a wide, bulbous cockpit on the upper deck with transparent alloy forming a window that faced forward.   Beneath it was a maintenance hatch with retro trim flaps that could open to allow air to flow through when the ship was in a planet’s atmosphere.  It looked like the grill on a hovercar, with polished chrome on the outer sections.

      “Can we go inside?” Hutch asked.

      “Of course, yeah,” Big replied.  “She’s fully restored.”

      He pressed a button near the rear hatch, which dropped down on smooth hydraulic piston arms to form a ramp into the cargo area.  Easy stayed at the door of the garage, but Kitt and Hutch followed Big into the ship.  The cargo space was large enough to hold a decent amount of gear.  There was even a prep room with a large window and several vintage space suits on racks.

      “What are those?” Kitt asked, pointing at the suits.

      “They came with the ship,” Big said with a grin.  “It adds to the ambiance, don’t you think?”

      “Do they function?” Hutch asked.

      “I suppose,” Big replied.  “We cleaned them up and hung them there.  I didn’t test them.”

      Hutch just shook his head.  For an engineer, the idea of gear that wasn’t functional seemed wrong, but he didn’t press the point.  Big Candy was a visual person, and he liked things a certain way.  Hutch didn’t mind ribbing on his older brother from time to time, but he knew that Big had skills that Hutch didn’t possess.

      They crossed through a door with an old-school spinning door seal.  The door was made of steel and painted, but looked durable.  Likewise, the hull and interior of the ship was made of heavy, thick materials.  There wasn’t a speck of rust anywhere, and nothing was out of place.  The ship still needed engines and a functioning navigation computer, but Hutch was starting to see the possibilities.

      Through a short corridor past a series of maintenance hatches, they came to a large room that was part galley, part salon.  It had a wide billiard table right in the center, with an elaborate overhead light.  There were reclining seats near an entertainment wall panel, and opposite that was a fully stocked bar.  A popcorn machine was in one corner and a cooler with a glass door in the other.  The cooler was filled with drinks and candy.  Big took his nickname seriously.  The galley had large commercial grade appliances that looked pristine. Across from the cabinets and oven was a flat workspace, with an elevated countertop.  There were four built-in barstools with chrome bases and dark, leather upholstery for the diners to sit at while they ate.  Large speakers were built into the walls of the recreation space but left visible.  The walls were covered in dark, polished, synthetic wood with foam acoustic panels painted to look like artwork.

      “Welcome to my home away from home, boys,” Big Candy said with obvious pride.

      “You did this?” Kitt asked, clearly impressed.

      “There’s more to me than meets the eye, brother,” Big said.  “When I got this ship, it had been stripped down to the steel hull.  I’ve restored it all.”

      He led his brothers up a winding staircase to the upper deck.  A hallway ran around the ship’s mechanical systems room where the life support, artificial gravity, and computer systems were located.  The hallway also led to six small but well-appointed staterooms.  Each had a bed, a comfortable sitting chair, a table with computer access, and a bathroom.

      “What class ship is this?” Kitt asked as they inspected one of the cabins.

      “Endurance class,” Big said.  “Built for comfort and speed.”

      “There are still a lot of systems that need to be added,” Hutch said.  “Laser shielding for one.”

      “Yeah, but she’s ready for the final touches,” Big replied proudly.  “The life support and artificial gravity systems are fully functional.  And the galley is already loaded.  You could live in this baby for six months without needing to resupply.”

      “What’s the cockpit look like?” Kitt asked.

      “Bad ass, just like the rest of this baby,” Big said.  “Come and see.”

      The cockpit had vintage instruments, which wasn’t surprising.  There were no holographic projectors or gesture controls.  Everything was on a screen, and there were three control consoles, as well as a pilot’s seat with dual joysticks, pedal controls, and levers for thrust.  Kitt sat in the elevated seat.  It was undeniably comfortable.  Everything was where it should naturally be, including the instrument panel, which lit up with the flip of a switch.

      “You’ve got power,” Kitt said.

      “Thrusters are operational,” Big Candy explained.  “And the ship’s diagnostic computer system is intact.  She just needs engines and a nav computer and you could go anywhere in the galaxy.”

      “Except you don’t have the safety systems in place,” Hutch argued.  “And she’s not registered.”

      “How long would it take to get everything up and running the way it should be?” Kitt asked.

      “A week, ten days at most,” Big Candy said.  “I know a guy with four matched engines, they’re Nuwave high-capacity hybrid V-sixty electric-powered repulsers with atmospheric capabilities including afterburners and hard vacuum FTL drives.  They come with a computer slave system with the latest operating software.  And his people will install them.”

      “Sounds expensive,” Hutch said with a shake of his head.

      “How much?” Kitt asked.

      “One point eight million for the set, and that’s with installation and warranty,” Big Candy said.  “Add that to the nav computer that Hutch got his hands on, and we’re in business.”

      “Will the nav computer work on this ship?” Kitt asked.  “We’re dead in the water without it.”

      “Yeah, it’s compatible,” Hutch said.  “We should do a complete reinstall of this ship’s computer systems, make sure we’re as up to date as we can get, no bugs or viruses.”

      “And how long will that take?”

      “A week, maybe ten days, at most,” Hutch said in a poor imitation of his brother.

      Kitt burst into peals of laughter.  It was like they were kids again, and the feeling was invigorating.  His own job prospects were drying up, but he had some savings.  Not enough to get the engines though.  Still, Kitt thought, seeing Hutch mocking Big Candy was hysterical.

      “Hey, that’s not funny,” Big Candy said.

      “Then why’s he laughing so hard?” Hutch replied.
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      Easy wasn’t sure if he was just being paranoid, but there were two men down the street pretending to talk while they kept an eye on him.  He didn’t recognize either man, but he couldn’t deny the fact that they were keeping tabs on him.  It never occurred to Easy that they might be after one of his brothers.  Despite the spin on the news channels, things weren’t going so well for the GU in their conflict with the Independent Coalition of Planets.  Easy knew of four Spec Op personnel who switched sides as soon as they got their lump-sum retirement packages.

      He hadn’t done the math on his own pension.  There were bonuses for combat and rank upon retirement factored in.  And then there were taxes, both GU and local, depending on where he sent the money.  He would also lose some to fees; everyone had their hand out.  Easy wasn’t greedy, but he wasn’t the type to just give his money away either.  And if his experience on the cargo ship had taught him anything, it was that his retirement money made him a target.  When Connor, or whatever his real name was, came on the journey from the Naval shipyards to the Skara Brea system, he wandered off and wasn’t seen again.  Easy guessed he was a member of the crew and was surprised that more of them hadn’t accosted him, but perhaps they decided he wasn’t an easy mark after all.

      Still, there were two men tailing him, and that made Easy nervous.  He had a gas-powered pistol tucked into the waistband of his pants.  It was a simple weapon, a bit old-fashioned, but effective.  Loaded with high-impact shock rounds, the gun would stop a charging man at five meters out.  But it only had seven rounds, and he didn’t have extra ammunition or compressed gas cartridges.  Maybe it was enough to deal with the two men watching him, or maybe they had friends.  Easy didn’t want to find out.

      “…maybe the salvage yards,” Hutch was saying as they came walking out of the fancy ship Candy had in the garage.

      “We don’t have the time or the expertise to rebuild old engines,” Kitt said.  “I don’t want to get caught out between systems with no way back.”

      “We could always try our luck at the casino,” Hutch said.

      “No, there’s no such thing as luck,” Candy said.  “Trust me.  And the casino isn’t the place to be trying to improve your fortunes.  The odds are all on the house.”

      “We’ll just have to put our heads together, see what we can scrounge together, and then look for something we can afford,” Kitt said.  “Easy, you want to check out the ship?”

      “I’m good,” Easy said, resisting the urge to look over his shoulder.

      “Let me lock this place up and we’ll head back to the resort,” Big Candy said.  “I don’t know about you, soldier boy, but I could use a good meal.  I’m thinking pasta.  What do you say?  My treat.”

      “Sounds good,” Easy said.

      “Are we invited?” Hutch asked.

      “Of course, but you’re paying for your own food.  I’m not getting stuck with the whole tab again.”

      “I don’t know what he’s talking about, kid,” Hutch said, hanging an arm around Easy’s shoulders.

      Normally Easy didn’t like being so close to someone, but his brothers still saw him as their younger sibling.  He liked that.  He liked that he could trust them and had history with them.  They didn’t see him as a killing machine like some people did when they found out he was a RAKE Operator.

      The four of them strolled down the street.  Big Candy ordered a transport with his PCL.  When Easy looked back the two men were on the move.  One was crossing the street; the other was headed their way.  It was a tail, but he didn’t know who they were or what they wanted.  Perhaps they were ICP agents trying to get a read on him before they made their pitch.  Or perhaps they were GU spooks hoping he would draw the enemy out so they could pounce.  Either way, Easy didn’t like it.  He felt like he deserved more respect from the government he had served for so long.

      When they got back to the resort Easy took a shower.  He always enjoyed showers on worlds with plenty of water.  He let the hot water cascade over his body while he tried to decide what to do about the men he had seen.  They lost him when Easy and his brothers took a transport back to the resort.  It was a long ride, nearly an hour, and even though Easy kept watching the traffic around them, he didn’t see a tail.  If the two men had passed him off to other agents, Easy hadn’t spotted them.  Nor were there people in the resort that he could identify.  Of course, there were cameras everywhere.  A good spook could just tap into the video feeds and watch him without ever moving a muscle.

      But as he let the tension melt under the stream of hot water, he decided that maybe he was being paranoid.  He had been warned when he put his papers in for retirement that making the transition to civilian life wouldn’t be easy.  It was hard dealing with the fact that his life and decisions weren’t as important as they had been when he was part of an elite fighting unit always preparing for the next combat operation.  He was back with his brothers, yet in some ways his fellow soldiers had been more of a family to him than his siblings.  Easy knew that Kitt, Hutch, and Big Candy loved him in a way that no one else in the galaxy did, but he also knew less about them than his fellow soldiers.  He didn’t know what they valued or how they might react in a crisis.  It was hard to think of them as grown men when all he could remember were the teenagers who tormented him when their father wasn’t around.

      After his shower he found new clothes laid out for him on the bed.  Someone had been in his room, and Easy didn’t like that.  He would see to it that no one could get in the next time he needed to get cleaned up.  But the clothes were obviously from Big Candy, ordered for him via the resort’s many shops.  There was a pair of linen pants with a stretchy waistband, the kind meant to be rolled up at the ankles.  A loud, ugly silk shirt with pictures of pineapples and parrots printed all over the loose fitting garment was next to the pants.  Finally, there was also a pair of loafers, which were completely foreign to Easy.  He had worn nothing but combat boots and dress shoes for nearly thirty years.  Slipping into the comfortable clothes was easy enough though.  Easy left his pistol with his other hardware in the hardcase on wheels, which was stowed in the closet of his room.

      He met his brothers on the veranda of a restaurant that overlooked the beach and the gently rolling waves.  Everything smelled fresh, and the air was light.  It was so different from being on a starship or space station where every inch of space was utilized and the air was recycled a thousand times.  He settled into a chair and sipped water while his brothers talked.

      “There’s just no way we come up with that kind of money,” Kitt said.  “If I sold everything, and cashed out my savings, it wouldn’t be a quarter of what you’re talking about.”

      “Could we get by with two engines?” Hutch asked.

      “That would look stupid,” Big Candy said.

      “We aren’t worried about how it looks,” Hutch insisted.  “Would it work?”

      “The right engines could probably handle it,” Kitt said speculatively, “but the ship is built for thrust from four independent engines.  I wouldn’t want to leave the system without four solid, reliable drive systems pushing her.”

      “Which leaves us nowhere,” Hutch said.  “Maybe this was all a bad idea.  Just a pipe dream as Candy said.”

      “I never said it was a bad idea,” Candy pointed out.

      “What’s the problem?” Easy said.

      “Money,” Kitt explained.  “The whole plan hinges on getting a ship.  Big Candy has one, but it doesn’t have engines, and getting them is expensive.”

      “So let’s talk numbers,” Hutch said.  “What can we each bring to the table?”

      “You’re serious?” Big Candy said skeptically.  “You want us to go into business together?”

      “Why not?” Hutch asked.  “I’ve spent my whole life earning money for other people.”

      “And we’re being put out to pasture,” Kitt added.  “I don’t have a lot, but if I liquidate a few assets I can contribute around a hundred and fifty thousand credits.”

      “I’m in that ballpark,” Hutch said.  “Maybe a shade more, depending on what I get for my apartment on Mardux Prime.”

      “It’s not enough,” Big Candy said.  “It was fun to imagine following dad’s dream, but we have to be realistic.  We don’t have the funds to get into space, and we don’t even know if the”–he paused and lowered his voice–“course on the nav computer will actually get us through the Fanning Belt.” He leaned back, cleared his throat, and waved a hand at his brothers.  “It’s just a dream, this is reality.”

      “You didn’t say how much you could contribute,” Kitt said softly.

      “He’s right,” Hutch said.  “You’ve got more than all of us combined.”

      “That’s not true,” Big Candy said, a rare frown creasing his wide face.

      “Come on,” Kitt pressed.  “You live in luxurious resorts on a dozen worlds.  Are you really telling us you aren’t rich?”

      “It’s not like that,” Big Candy said.

      “If you don’t have money, how do you gamble all the time?” Hutch asked.

      “Look, I’m a pro, okay…that means the resorts front me.  Sometimes I win, sometimes I lose.  It’s all covered by the establishment, and they take a fat cut.  Plus, I have a tab.  I could go play a game right now and win twenty, maybe thirty thousand credits and I would never see a cent of that money.”

      “What do you mean?” Kitt asked.  “How is that possible?”

      “You’re in debt?” Hutch asked.  “How deep?”

      “I’m not in debt,” Big said.  “I’m in partnership with the ownership.  It’s not the same thing.”

      “So you have no savings to contribute?” Hutch asked, his eyes narrowing.

      “I’m contributing the ship,” Candy pointed out.  “It’s worth more than what the two you are putting in.”

      “But no credits,” Kitt said with a shake of his head.  “I guess he’s right.”

      “Would this help?” Easy said, pulling his pension receipt from his pocket and sliding it across the table.

      “What’s that?” Big Candy asked.

      Hutch picked up the paper and looked at it, then he turned his steely gaze on his younger brother.  “Are you serious?”

      “That’s what I can contribute,” Easy said.

      Kitt took the paper from Hutch and looked at it.  “Easy, this is your retirement bonus.”

      “Is it enough?”

      Big Candy took the paper, glanced at it like he did with his poker cards in a high stakes game, then quickly folded it back up.

      “Yeah, it’s enough,” he said.  “But we aren’t taking your money.  No way.  You risked your life for that money.”

      “I risked my life for me,” Easy said.  “You don’t stay in the Navy thirty years for the pay, Big.”

      “You know what I mean,” the gambler said.  “This is something to build a life on.  You’re still young enough to get married, have some kids.”

      “That’s not the life for me,” Easy said.  “I’d die of boredom.”

      “Can we do this?” Hutch said.  “I mean, we’ve got a shot here.  A real shot at proving dad’s dream and maybe even getting rich in the process.”

      “I’ve got the time,” Kitt said.  “I’m between contracts at the moment.”

      “What happens if we spend all Easy’s money and the nav computer is wrong?” Big asked.  “What do we do then?  My ship’s not big enough to haul cargo, and even if it was we’d have to spend the rest of our lives doing that and still not earn enough to pay back his pension.”

      “Then we sell the ship,” Hutch said.  “If things don’t pan out, we’ll sell the ship, recoup our expenses, and go our separate ways.”

      “Are you mad?” Big Candy said.  “That’s my ship.”

      “It’s a hull sitting in a garage,” Hutch replied, leaning across the table.

      Of all the brothers he was sometimes the most forceful.  He saw things in black and white.  There was no empathy in his voice as he pointed out what he saw in his older brother’s private obsession.

      “It’s my ship,” Big insisted.

      “And you’ll get whatever it’s worth, minus what Easy puts in,” Hutch said.  “You can buy another.”

      “I’ve put in a lot of time on that ship,” Big argued.  “I don’t want another one.”

      “We can’t let this chance slip by,” Kitt said.  “Look at us.  We’re four bachelors, and we’re looking at the prime of our lives in the rear camera feed.  This is where we decide if we’re going to build something together, something that could outlast us all, or if we’re just going to return to what’s left of our lives.”

      “The kid could get rejuv therapy with that money,” Big Candy said.  “There’s enough there to turn back the clock twenty years, Easy.”

      “Or maybe we strike it rich and we all turn back the clock,” Hutch said.  “You’re the gambler, Big.  Tell me this isn’t worth going all in on.”

      Big looked conflicted, his big face dark with contemplation.  Kitt looked hopeful, Hutch determined, and Easy felt free.  The truth was, he didn’t want to stay in the Navy, and he didn’t want a mundane life either.  The money had been like a shadow over his head.  It felt good to give it to his brothers, and to think, they would spend it chasing their father’s dream.

      “Alright,” Big Candy said.  “I’m in.”

      “We’re doing this,” Kitt said.  “We’re really doing this.”

      “To the old man’s dream,” Hutch said, holding up his glass in a toast.

      “To the old man’s dream,” his brothers repeated as they touched glasses and drank to the toast.
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      “That’s him,” Desmond said, pointing down from the second level terrace that offered an excellent view of the resort’s central hub.  People meandered past shops and restaurants, or made their way to one of the many casinos run by the resort, each with a unique theme.

      “Don’t point,” the man in the suit standing next to Desmond said.

      “He’s the big man, you can’t miss him.”

      “I see him.”

      “You know what I want, Mace.  He embarrassed me.”

      “Enough said,” the suited man replied.  “Let me handle things from here.”

      “I want to know,” Desmond insisted.  “I really want to be there.”

      “You know that’s out of the question.”

      “Mace, you work for me, remember?”

      The man in the suit actually worked for Desmond’s father.  He was part of a large security team that wasn’t afraid of stepping into the shadows and bending a few laws to make their clients happy.  Mace had been working for the Rosenshields for over a decade.  His task was keeping Desmond out of trouble, and it was a full-time job.

      “We’ve got people in place,” Mace said, making a hand gesture.

      A man and woman in tourist garb were watching from below.  Mace had already prepped them.  Big Candy was a professional gambler and well known on worlds where gaming was a big part of the economy.  Mace didn’t need his charge to point out the big man out to him, but he let Desmond do it to feel included.  It was as close to danger as Mace would allow Desmond to get.  The couple saw the signal and started following Big Candy, who wasn’t alone.  Mace didn’t know who the other men were, but he planned to find out.  If Candy was being handled by another crew or syndicate, Mace would have to clear it with his superiors before he enacted Desmond’s revenge.

      “Let’s get you someplace with cameras,” Mace said.  “Someplace where you’ll be recognized.”

      “Is it going down tonight?” Desmond asked, his face flushing with excitement.

      “No, it’s too soon.  We’ll get the info we need, make a plan, do things the right way.”

      “You’re so careful all the time,” Desmond said, leading the way to a nightclub on the second level of the resort’s main building.  “I’m more decisive.  Speed is the best asset in a fight you know.”

      Mace didn’t think Desmond had ever been in a physical altercation.  The kid was soft and relied on Mace to handle the rough tasks in his life, yet he saw himself as superior.  Mace didn’t know if his arrogance came from experience or if the Rosenshields were just born with it.  Left on their own, they were like helpless babes lost in the wilderness.  What they were good at was giving orders, even though they didn’t actually accomplish anything on their own.  They had money, more than any single person could keep up with.  For generations their wealth had been handled by the best minds in finance, and it was so vast that Mace doubted the family could count it all.  It was the kind of money that grew itself and gave the family influence on par with the GU senators and planetary royalty.  So, it didn’t matter that Mace knew more about fighting than Desmond could hope to learn in his age-enhanced lifetime.  The kid still thought he was telling Mace something he didn’t know.

      “Speed kills,” Mace said.  “But being sloppy is for amateurs.  No sense in being in a hurry, we’ll take our time and do things right.”

      “Just so that we’re clear, the fat man knows it’s from me,” Desmond said.  “He has to know that.”

      “He will,” Mace said, as Iris and Jasmin approached.

      “Let’s have some fun, ladies,” Desmond said.  “Just don’t cramp my style.”

      “Yes, sir,” they said in unison.

      Mace had selected the women for both their looks and years of training.  The Rosenshield family had paid for their physical enhancement, giving them exaggerated curves in all the right places.  Most people didn’t realize that Iris, with her blonde hair and big blue eyes, was trained in half a dozen martial arts, nor that she carried a high-powered flechette pistol hidden on her person, despite the skin-tight slinky outfits she wore.  Neither did they know that Jasmin, with her caramel skin and raven-colored hair, was a knife expert who had no fewer than three blades within reach at all times.  Most people took one look and thought they were Desmond’s lovers, bought and paid for with his family’s money.  But in truth, they were his bodyguards.

      There were a dozen night clubs on the resort property, three of which catered exclusively to VIP guests.  A line of people congregated near the entrance hoping to get a chance to go in, but Desmond and his entourage didn’t wait for permission.  They walked straight to the entrance and were allowed inside without saying a word.  Desmond was a well-known Rosenshield, a party boy who made the rumor networks on a regular basis.  In most families he would be an embarrassment, but Franklin Rosenshield gave his son a long leash and encouraged his lavish lifestyle.  It took the attention off the other members of the family and allowed them a modicum of freedom from the press, who considered the fabulously wealthy to be newsworthy.  It was only a matter of time before Desmond got himself into real trouble, and when that happened every news agency in the galaxy wanted to be there to report it.

      While Mace followed his client into the nightclub, the couple downstairs took video of Big Candy and his brothers using spy cameras that were built into their clothing.  One walked in front of the group, and the other fell in behind them, making sure they had plenty of footage to go on.  Their job complete, the couple left to run the images through facial and movement recognition programs.  The Rosenshields had an extensive database of known criminals, plus more than a few that were unknown.  While the first team sought data from the videos, another was tapped into the security feeds from the thousands of cameras around the resort.  They traced the four men back to their individual rooms, then watched as they reconvened in Big Candy’s suite.  They didn’t have eyes or ears in the hotel rooms yet, but they would send someone in with housekeeping the following day so that they had surveillance on the crew at all times.  Their work would keep them busy late into the night and would yield no information about the gambler’s three companions.  But that information in itself would be useful to Mace, who was already at work planning his boss’s revenge.
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      “I called my guy and put a hold on the engines,” Big Candy said.  “We’ll need to wire him the money first thing in the morning, and then they’ll start the install.”

      “Have you transferred the money to your accounts yet?” Kitt asked Easy.

      “No,” the retired soldier said.

      “We’ll need a finance professional,” Hutch said.  “There’s bound to be plenty here at the resort.”

      “They’ll take a nice bite of the apple,” Big Candy said.  “Taxes here on Esbe Four aren’t too bad, but the brokerage fees at the resort will be inflated.”

      “So we head back to the mainland,” Kitt said.  “First thing in the morning.  The transfer won’t take more than an hour or so.”

      “I should tell you that I ran into a little trouble on my way here,” Easy said, pulling the stolen computer from his bag and handing it to Hutch.  “A guy wanted my access code.  Said he could transfer the money with this.”

      “Holy smokes, kid,” Hutch said.  “This is a finance computer.  It’s a few years old, but they don’t hand these out to just anybody.”

      “You can’t buy that at an electronics store?” Candy asked.

      “No,” Hutch replied.  “They have proprietary encryption, and each one is registered.”

      He opened the computer, which had a tri-fold design.  The unit began booting up immediately.

      “Could we get in trouble for having this?” Kitt asked.

      “Sure we could,” Hutch said.  “With this unit we can move money around all we want to without going through an intermediary.  All the big banks have them, and smaller brokerage firms too.  If we log on to the Galactic Net with a good VPN, we’ll have access to all our money no matter what planet it’s held on.”

      “VPN?” Easy asked.

      “Virtual Private Network.  It’s the civilian equivalent of what you used in the Navy,” Hutch said.

      “That could be helpful if we’re moving quartzite on the black market,” Big Candy said.  “The brokerage firms have to report big transfers to the GU securities exchange.”

      Hutch let out a low whistle.  “This thing is completely up to date.  It’s running the latest software, and the encryption is right.”

      “It’s possible that someone wanted me to take it,” Easy said.

      “What makes you say that?” Kitt asked.

      “I was accosted on the cargo ship that ferried me out here from the Naval shipyards, but it was just one guy with a toy knife.”

      “Someone tried to rob you with a toy?” Big asked.

      “You don’t go hand to hand with a RAKE Operator using a spring-loaded stiletto you bought at a novelty store,” Easy said.  “It was a real blade, but…”

      “But stopping the guy wielding it was too easy,” Kitt said.  He got up and began to pace.

      “So we shouldn’t use this?” Hutch asked.

      “Not yet,” Big Candy said.  “Has it occurred to anyone else that maybe we’re being set up?”

      “That’s just your paranoia talking,” Hutch said.

      “No, think about it.  You just happened to find that nav computer right before your baby brother retired from the Navy after thirty years of service.  He shows up with an encrypted banking computer in tow.  It’s just a little too easy for my taste.”

      “You folding, Big?” Kitt asked.

      “Not yet, but I’m hedging my bet,” the gambler replied.

      “The kid’s got enough credits to pay his taxes and cover the new engines,” Hutch said.  “Maybe we use a broker to move the money.  It’ll take Big’s people a week to get the ship up and running.  There’s plenty to do in the meantime.”

      “You cover the computer systems,” Kitt told Hutch.  “I’ll see if I can get us registered with the Esbe Four Transportation Bureau.  Then I’ll study the blockade.  There has to be a way through.  If we can slip past unnoticed we’ll have a good shot of running the Fanning Belt.”

      “Not until we test it,” Big Candy insisted.  “We need a drone or something.”

      “We should be able to get an old military drone at a surplus store,” Easy said.

      “Good, we’ll leave that to you, Easy,” Kitt went on.  “What about supplies?  We need food and water.”

      “The Saturday Night Fever has plenty of supplies laid in,” Big Candy said.  “In my line of work it occasionally becomes necessary to lay low for an extended period of time.  I’ve never had to do it, but I was prepared in the unlikely event that I stepped on the wrong toes.”

      “So we have food and water covered,” Kitt said.  “That’s good.  It’s probably going to take all the money we’ve got to get enough hydrogen to power the reactor on your vintage ship.  Have you ever run a test on that system?”

      “It’s powered via batteries,” Big Candy said.  “There was never a need to test the reactor unit.”

      “There is now,” Kitt said.  “We probably should have done that before we ordered the engines.”

      “Well excuse me, I’m not a ship’s engineer, Kitt,” Big Candy said hotly.

      “Have a butterscotch and calm down,” Hutch told the big man.  “He’s just thinking things through.”

      “Yeah, no offense,” Kitt added.  “She’s a good-looking ship.”

      “Damn right she is,” Candy replied.

      “Easy, we also need you to check out the hard vacuum suits.  We can’t mine without them.”

      “Copy that,” Easy said.

      “They’re vintage,” Hutch said.  “You think that’s going to be a problem?  I don’t want to get my eyeballs sucked from their sockets because of a crack in a spacesuit that’s older than I am.”

      “They don’t make ‘em like that anymore,” Candy said.  “You’ll see.”

      “Hard vacuum suits are pretty straightforward.  There’s not a lot of innovations in that technology,” Easy said.  “If they aren’t up to snuff, we should be able to get what we need to make them usable.”

      “I don’t want it to be usable,” Hutch argued.  “I want perfect.”

      “It’s not a sliding scale,” Easy said.  “In hard vacuum, it either works or it doesn’t.”

      “We’re going to need mining equipment, too,” Kitt said.  “The planetoid at the center of the Fanning Belt is unstable.  We’ll need to do some research, see what we can find out.”

      “Do it offline,” Hutch said.  “Go old school.  We don’t want people knowing what we’re up to.”

      “Yeah, we should get whatever equipment we need somewhere else,” Big Candy said.  “If we manage to find quartzite, we don’t want the authorities tracking us here.”

      “Alright, so everyone knows what they’re doing,” Kitt said.  “And we’re all agreed this is what we want to do?”

      “I’m in,” Hutch said.

      Easy nodded.  Big Candy thought for a moment, then tapped his knuckles on the arm of his chair.

      “Damn, boys,” Kitt said excitedly.  “The McCoys are going for it!”
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      Easy couldn’t sleep.  Perhaps it was excitement, but laying in his soft bed in the upscale resort hotel made him feel out of place.  It was late when he wandered down to the beach.  Esbe Four had pristine oceans after a decades-long world clean-up project.  The sand was soft, the surf gentle, and the stars twinkled in the sky overhead.  Easy started jogging.  At first his body felt awkward.  He wasn’t a young man any longer.  His knees protested, and his hips felt stiff, but it was his back that really pained him.  Running was never something Easy enjoyed, but he did it for the cardiovascular benefits and to prove something to himself.  Thirty years earlier, when he had entered the Navy as a teenager, he couldn’t run half a kilometer without getting sick.  By the time he finished his basic training, he could run five kilometers.  Six years later when he completed his RAKE certification, he could run thirty kilometers after swimming a full ten klicks.  That was the baseline for Special Ops, and over the next twenty-four years he maintained a high standard of physical fitness, despite the fact that staying in top shape was hard on his body.

      The sand was both a blessing and a curse.  It was soft enough to cushion his joints slightly, but also made his calves burn as he pushed through the shifting grains with each step he took.  The island was big, with over fifty kilometers of coastline.  Easy wasn’t looking to break any records or maintain a certain fitness level.  He just needed to burn through his nervous energy and clear his head.

      After running for half an hour, he stopped and waded into the surf.  The water was warm as it slid over his feet and around his ankles.  When the water ran back out it pulled the sand back from under his feet.  He walked back to the resort’s hotel and settled into a lounge chair that was left out on the beach.  Sitting back, he stared up at the stars overhead.  There were so many he couldn’t count them, and somewhere out in the black his old team were prepping for a new mission without him.  He felt their absence like a missing limb.

      “Not easy is it,” a man said, settling into the sand beside Easy.

      A feeling of rage surged in the former soldier.  How had he been so careless?  He had let the man approach him completely unaware.

      “Don’t sweat it, Master Chief,” the man went on.  “This ain’t my first rodeo.”

      “Who the hell are you?” Easy asked.

      “Who I am isn’t as important as who I was.”

      “Don’t play games with me,” Easy said, twisting on the lounger and getting his feet under him.

      “It’s all good, man,” the stranger said.  “I was just like you.  Got out of the service after thirty years in.  Had my pension payout, and absolutely no direction in life.  It felt like I was an orphan after all those years of discipline and brotherhood.”

      “You’re with the ICP,” Easy said.

      “They told me you were smart,” the stranger said.  “I’m called Sly.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “You haven’t heard the offer yet.”

      “Do you have a team following me?” Easy asked.

      “Look, we aren’t trying to intimidate you, Master Chief.  But these are perilous times.”

      “Answer the question.”

      “I’m aware of the GU spooks that are watching you,” Sly said.  “And I know they’re tucked into their beds sound asleep right now.”

      “This is sloppy,” Easy said.  “Too many variables.  There could be spotters in the hotel.  Any number of the resort staff could be a plant.  You can’t put us both in danger like this.”

      “Had to make my move,” Sly said.  “Seems like you and your boys are planning something.”

      “My brothers,” Easy said.  “None of us are interested in what you have to offer.  I’m not a traitor.”

      “I know you’re not.  You would never turn on your government, but what if they turned on you?  What if after thirty years of putting your life on the line they dumped you like a garbage release before jumping to hyperspace?”

      “Not interested,” Easy said again.

      “Alright, you need a little more time.  That’s fine.  But you got the computer we sent you.  You want to reach out, no one will ever know.”

      “I should have known,” Easy said.

      “Thanks for not killing our agent.”

      “That would have been difficult to explain.”

      Sly shrugged.  Easy could see his teeth in the moonlight as a smile broke across his face.

      “We can help you, Master Chief.  Give you a sense of purpose again.  My people are offering age reduction therapy.  You can be a young man again running black ops that you can actually feel good about.  The Independent Coalition of Planets is full of good people who just want to be left alone.  You could help us.”

      “What part of not interested do you not understand?” Easy asked.

      “This is my routing number,” the man said.  “Punch in the numbers on the Galactic Banking Network and leave me a message when you change your mind.”

      “What makes you think I’m going to do that?”

      “The good ones always do, Master Chief.  Talk to you soon.”

      Sly got up, dusted the sand off his trousers, and walked down the beach.  Easy looked over his shoulder, then watched the spy walk away.  When he could no longer see the ICP spook, he got to his feet and headed back into the hotel.  The lobby was deserted at such a late hour.  The casinos were still in full swing though, and several clubs were open.  Easy thought about stopping by and getting a drink.  He was all keyed up again despite his run.  It wasn’t easy knowing he was a pawn in a game he hadn’t asked to join.  All Easy wanted was to reconnect with his brothers.  The sooner they got their new ship running the better.  It was past time to get off Esbe Four and get lost in the vastness of outer space.
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      Kitt and Hutch were the middle children and tended to stick together.  When their mother died giving birth to Easy, it created a vacuum in the family.  Their father did his best to provide financially and emotionally, but the brothers had leaned heavily on one another.

      After three and half decades, they hadn’t changed.  They left the resort hotel at the same time, even shared a transport over the water and back to the mainland.  Then they began a thorough inspection of the ship.

      “The wiring’s good,” Hutch said when they finally took a break for lunch.  “Someone replaced the old wiring at some point.”

      “Big?”

      “Be serious.”

      “Well, he could have paid someone to do it,” Kitt said.  “At least we don’t have to.  There were no leaks in the reactor compartment either.”

      “That’s good news,” Hutch said.  “I’m really surprised.”

      “Yeah, who would have thought a ship this old would still be in good shape?”

      They were sitting at the dining bar on tall chairs and eating sandwiches.  Kitt couldn’t help but feel young again.  He could remember being a kid and eating sandwiches with Hutch, talking about finding Big’s candy stash.

      “I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop,” Hutch said.  “You talk to Easy this morning?”

      “Nope, he left before I was out of bed.  I thought I was an early riser.”

      “Thirty years in the Navy creates habits that are hard to break, I suppose.”

      “I hope he remembered to go to the brokerage firm,” Kitt said.  “I expected the mechanics to be here already.”

      “Are we doing the right thing, Kitt?” Hutch asked.  “I mean, taking the kid’s money?”

      “He wouldn’t have volunteered it otherwise.  He was never the type to share when he didn’t want to.”

      “You remember that time he got the motorized scooter?”

      “The one that Big Candy broke on his first ride?” Kitt asked.

      “That was a hard lesson to learn.  He didn’t share with us much after that.”

      “He was a fast learner,” Kitt said.  “We all have our reasons for doing this.”

      “What’s yours?” Hutch asked.

      “I just want to fly.  That’s all I’ve ever wanted.  Spent my career flying anything and everything, but piloting is a young man’s game.  The options are starting to dry up.”

      “And you want to fly this old girl?” Hutch said, patting the countertop beside the remains of his sandwich.

      “I want to fly my own ship,” Kitt continued.  “I want to be the one who says where it goes and who is allowed on board.”

      “Makes sense,” Hutch said.

      “What about you?”

      “I guess it’s mostly just for dad,” Hutch said.  “I’ve checked every computer I’ve salvaged.  Been doing it for years.  Sort of a side hustle.  I can take an old ship’s computer and turn it into a gaming machine for kids, or a household operating system if it’s not too old.  In the back of my mind it was a way for me to stay connected to the old man.”

      “He would be so happy,” Kitt said.

      “Yeah, and who can blame him?  It won’t be easy.”

      “The best things in life never are.”

      “But just imagine if we do make it through the asteroid field and find the quartzite.  We could make more money than we could earn in years of work in our professions.  Enough to get you your own ship, pay back Easy’s investment, maybe even get some de-aging therapy.”

      “I wouldn’t mind turning back the clock a little,” Kitt said.

      They were still chatting when Easy walked into the garage.  He hadn’t seen the interior of the ship and was surprised by the plush furnishings.

      “Hey kid, what do you think?” Kitt asked.

      “Not what I was expecting,” Easy replied.  “Is that a real pool table?”

      “Looks like it.  The gravity system better work perfectly,” Hutch said.  “I’ll test it at some point.  How’d things go at the brokerage?”

      “Fine,” Easy said.  “The mechanic is paid, and there are two old military drones outside the ship.  They’ll need a diagnostic, but I was told they work fine.”

      “Military, as in bang bang?” Kitt asked.

      Easy shook his head as he settled onto a barstool next to his brothers.  “They were communication birds, with programmable sub-light drives.  We’ll need to replace the battery core and check the memory on their guidance boards, but they should make the run we program into them.  And they can stop at various points and report back.”

      “Sounds perfect,” Hutch said.  “Good job.  You have lunch yet?”

      “No,” Easy admitted.

      “Well sit right there, I’ll make you a sandwich.”

      They had a good time together through the afternoon.  Hutch ran diagnostics on the ship’s systems that were intact.  Communications, artificial gravity, light support, and the O2 converters.  Everything was old, but it all worked.  The mechanics showed up shortly after lunch with four brand new engines and all the wiring needed to sync them up and make them operational.  The Saturday Night Fever had both electronic drive controls and some analog mechanisms for use in an emergency.  Kitt knew of some big commercial ships that didn’t even have safety features like that.

      Easy checked the spacesuits.  They looked funny and even had wrist and ankle weights to help hold a person down in low gravity environments.  The suits were good, but just to be safe he decided it would be best to replace all the seals, since they were the weak points in any hard vacuum suit.

      By the time they called it a day the ship had one engine installed.  It wasn’t yet operational, but it was mounted in the curved fender and rotated freely.  The brothers shared a transport back to the resort.  They could have stayed on the ship, but they all wanted to stretch their legs and enjoy things at the resort while they could.  And it was no surprise when they found Big Candy at a poker game.  He was playing with a group of tourists.  His chip stack was bigger than their dwindling ones, but there were smiles all around.  The trio settled into seats at the edge of the private gaming room and spoke in whispers.

      “This is what he does for a living,” Hutch said.  “Can you believe it?”

      “Dad always said he had a way with people,” Kitt replied.

      “He’s beating them, and they all look happy,” Hutch said.  “That’s what I don’t understand.”

      Big Candy was drinking a fruity cocktail and munching on chocolate-covered wafers.  They watched him engage with the other players, cracking jokes and pointing out their tells.  When the game finally wrapped up, the players all had a little money left.  Kitt didn’t know how much Big Candy had started with, but he finished with well over thirty thousand credits.  But unlike the other players, his winnings stayed on the table and were picked up by the dealer.

      “What are you slackers doing while I was working all day?” Big Candy asked with a wide, toothy grin.

      “You call that working?” Hutch asked.

      “Sign me up,” Kitt added.

      “You guys wouldn’t last ten minutes.  You all care too much about your money.”

      “That’s because we work hard for it,” Hutch said.  “Right, Easy?”

      Their youngest brother seemed distracted as they walked through the busy casino, past the flashing lights of the gambling machines and the roving tourists.  He nodded but didn’t speak.

      “You have to be willing to lose,” Big Candy said.  “That’s the only way you can get ahead in this game.”

      “Tell that to the gambling addicts who lose everything they own,” Kitt replied.

      “Yeah, well, you’ve got to stay in control too.  You can’t care so much about winning.  The key is focusing on the process.  Poker isn’t about the game, it’s about the players.”

      “I never understood that,” Kitt said.  “It’s a game of chance.”

      “Spoken like a true rube,” Big Candy said.  “There’s nothing left to chance when you’re playing a professional.  They’re calculating every possible hand and the odds of what cards you’re holding.  They’re studying your every move, from the way you look at your cards to your hand gestures when you place a bet.  It’s like conducting a symphony, only every player is trying to conduct.”

      “You make it sound like it isn’t fun,” Hutch said, as they passed out of the casino and into the resort’s large central lobby.

      “Fun is beating the other guy, or girl.  Women make the best gamblers.”

      “I thought women didn’t like taking risks,” Kitt said.

      “Most don’t I suppose.  Look, I’m no psychologist, but women are much better at manipulating their body language.  It’s instinctual to them.  I’ve seen women who had pros eating out of the palm of their hand.  They know how to put meaning into a look and make a guy think she’s into him without ever saying a word.”

      “They flirt?” Hutch asked.  “I would never win.”

      “They make flirting an art,” Big Candy explained.  “And just when you think you’ve identified their tells, they start acting completely differently.  Guys don’t do that.  We master a few subtle signals when we play cards, but women can slip in and out of multiple physical roles in the same hand.  They’re hard to read.”

      “Yeah, but it’s worth it,” Kitt said.

      “Says the guy who never dated anyone longer than a few months,” Big Candy teased.  “If you love women so much, how come you never made it work?”

      “I was willing,” Kitt said.

      “But they weren’t,” Hutch teased.

      The brothers all laughed, but when Kitt looked over his shoulder, expecting to see Easy laughing too, their younger brother was gone.

      “Hey, where’s Easy?” Kitt asked.

      “Maybe he got lured away by a pretty face,” Hutch said.

      “He’s probably blowing off some steam at one of the slot machines,” Big Candy said.  Even though the machines didn’t have slots and didn’t use coins, they were still known by that title in pro gambling circles.

      “Seems odd,” Kitt said.  “Why didn't he tell us where he was going?”

      “Easy’s a big boy,” Candy said.  “He can take care of himself.”

      “Yeah, he’ll catch up when he’s ready.  Let’s get something to eat.”

      Kitt looked back through the crowd, but he didn’t see Easy anywhere.  And he also didn’t notice the man and woman with stun sticks up their sleeves who were following the group of siblings.

      “This way,” Big Candy said, pointing down a hallway.  “It’s a service corridor, but they don’t mind me using it.  Christoph’s has the best crab cakes on the island.”

      “Sounds good, eh Kitt?” Hutch asked.

      “Sure,” he said, not quite able to shake off the feeling that something wasn’t right.  “Sounds good.”
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      Easy had spotted the couple almost immediately.  While the crowds of tourists and gamblers focused on the machines, bright lights, signage, and attractive casino workers, the couple trailing them seemed to be looking at nothing at all.  Whenever Easy glanced their way they were looking down or at the ceiling.  They weren’t making eye contact or watching him, but they weren’t looking at any of the normal things that they should have been focused on.

      He didn’t think they were GU spooks.  The couple simply wasn’t good enough at their jobs to be trained government agents.  They might be with the ICP, but if so they would have been arrested long ago.  It was a mystery to the former Naval agent, who had done several counterintelligence missions during his three decades of service.

      Easy didn’t want his brothers caught up in the trouble that seemed to be following him since his retirement.  While they were busy discussing Big Candy’s profession, he slipped off between a row of gaming machines.  To his surprise, the couple tailing them didn’t follow him, but instead they stayed on his brothers.  His surprise quickly turned to anger.  If the ICP or GU were willing to drag his brothers into their schemes they would get more than they bargained for.  He circled around the row of loud machines, deftly avoiding the gamblers who never even noticed him moving among them.  He fell in behind the couple, noticing their stun sticks and the tiny ear transmitters they were wearing.

      When the couple followed his brothers down the corridor toward the restaurant, Easy hung back.  It was the perfect trap.  A long, confined space that wasn’t crowded with people, empty save for his three brothers and the couple following them.  Easy tried to look casual as he started down the hallway.  A man in a resort uniform stepped out of a doorway in front of Easy and held up his hand.

      “Sir, this corridor is closed.  You’ll have to go around.”

      Easy frowned.  “What about those people?” he asked, pointing down the hallway.

      “We’re closing down this hallway for maintenance, sir,” the man posing as an employee of the resort said.  “Please go around and use the east concourse.”

      “Sure, okay,” Easy said, raising his hands in surrender.

      The employee seemed to relax and didn’t see or expect Easy’s attack.  Over the years he had slowed somewhat, but he still knew how to make a quick, incapacitating strike.  Easy already had his hands up, palms facing the man.  His right hand shot out and drove into the bottom of the imposter’s chin.  It wasn’t a full strike.  Easy didn’t drive his hand up to the full extension of his arm.  Instead, he hit hard and fast, a quick pop that snapped the man’s head back.  He stiffened as the blow to the chin was perfectly placed to stun him.  Easy’s left hand caught hold of the imposter’s shirt and tugged him close.  At the same time Easy stepped forward and drove his knee up hard into the man’s groin.  The man collapsed to the floor.  Easy stepped over him and kept following the couple tailing his brothers.

      At the far end of the corridor a man in a suit with two companions in similar garb stepped out of a side passage and blocked the way of the three brothers.  Easy didn’t recognize the newcomers, but he recognized the types.  They were professional tough guys.  Big Candy was much larger, but that didn’t matter.  Size was a factor in a fight, but not the only factor and not even the most important factor.  Speed and skill were usually much more important.  Leverage could neutralize strength, and Easy was sure the men at the end of the hallway knew how to take down his brothers.

      The couple behind them brought their stun sticks out.  Easy didn’t understand what he was seeing.  Why were the people tailing him suddenly more interested in his brothers?  He hurried forward, trying to keep his boots from making too much noise on the polished concrete of the service passage floor.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Big Candy said.

      “You’re coming with us,” the man in the suit said.

      Big Candy recognized him.  He was the man with Desmond Rosenshield.  The tough guy with dead eyes.  The rich kid’s security detail.

      “No, I’m not,” Candy said.  “Look, I don’t have the money I won from your boss.  The resort fronts me, and they take the winnings.  I only get a small cut, see.  If the kid is mad, have him take it up with the resort.  They cater to guys like him.  It’s good for their business.  I’m sure they’ll make things right.”

      “Leave the others here,” the man in the suit said, but he wasn’t speaking to Big Candy.

      The gambler turned his head and saw what looked to him like a couple of tourists.  Only they had stun sticks in their hands and were reaching for his brothers.  Candy wasn’t a coward, but in that second he hesitated and wasted his one opportunity to save his brothers.

      Fortunately, Easy was right behind the couple.  The kid–at least Big Candy still thought of him as a kid–moved with the grace and speed of a viper striking its prey.  He hit both the man and the woman at the same time, low in their backs, just before the couple could reach Kitt and Hutch who were on either side of Big Candy.  The blows caused the man and woman to stop moving.  They both stiffened, arching their backs.  Then Easy pushed the man into the woman.  As they crashed together it was inevitable that their stun sticks hit flesh.  The sound of two thousand volts of electricity being generated was echoed by the undulating grunts of the couple before they collapsed onto the floor.

      The man in the suit didn’t have to tell his associates just behind him what to do.  They rushed forward, and Easy pushed between his brothers and met their charge.  One swung a roundhouse punch that Easy ducked under as the second man tried to tackle him.  They thought he would sway back to avoid the first man’s looping punch, which would make his legs vulnerable.  Once the second man took Easy down, the first man would pounce on him.  But Easy didn’t sway back.  He ducked down and met the second man’s lunge head-on.  There was a crash of bodies and grunts as they grappled, but Easy was strong.  His frame was compact, his muscles still dense.  He flung his attacker into the first man, then followed with a powerful side kick.  His combat boot nailed one of the men on the hip and sent them both sprawling to the floor.

      Easy stood up calmly and looked at the man with dead eyes.  He fully expected to see a gun, but the leader of the attack didn’t produce one.  Instead, he tilted his head a little as if studying Easy.  There was tension between them, a feeling of two dangerous men on the verge of breaking out into violence.

      Big Candy, Kitt, and Hutch were shocked.  Their younger brother had just taken down four people in less time than it would take them to get comfortable in a cushioned chair.

      “You should have just come along,” the man in the suit said, looking over Easy’s shoulder at Big.

      “Go screw yourself,” Big said.

      The two men in suits were getting back on their feet.  They were furious and wanted to continue the fight, but their boss held up his hand.

      “This isn’t over, you know,” the man said.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Big Candy snarled, his anger suddenly surging.  “You can tell that snot-nosed brat to go to hell.”

      “I will share your sentiment with him,” the man said, waving for his companions to leave the hallway.

      “We’re leaving the resort,” Kitt said.  “We don’t want trouble.”

      “It’s too late for that, I’m afraid.  Bruised egos never heal well,” the man in the suit said.

      He followed his companions into the side room.  The door closed with a click and left Easy standing in the hallway with his brothers.

      “What the hell?” Hutch said.

      Kitt whirled on Big Candy.  “You want to explain what just happened here?”

      “Yeah,” Candy said.  “But not here.  Let’s get off this island.”
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      They were on a ferry.  It was slower than taking a hovercar transport back to the mainland, but the brothers needed to decompress.  They had taken a few minutes to grab their belongings from their rooms before fleeing the resort.  Easy had been careful, but he hadn’t spotted anyone following them.  Most of the ferry passengers were out on the open deck, watching the sun go down and enjoying the cool breeze.  Big and his brothers were in the empty passenger cabins, and he could sense their anger.

      “Sometimes,” he began to explain, “when people lose at cards, they carry a grudge.”

      “This kind of thing happens to you often?” Hutch said, his voice a little too loud.

      “Take it down a notch, will you,” Big Candy said.  “Look.  I was playing Desmond Rosenshield and a few tourists when you guys got here.  The kid was sloppy and dropped a lot of credits in that game.  A lot to you and me, but I’m sure he hardly felt it.”

      “It seems like he felt it pretty hard,” Kitt said.  “He sent people to rough you up.”

      “Were they going to kill you?” Hutch said.

      “Nah, I doubt it,” Big Candy said.

      “What did you do with the winnings?” Kitt insisted.

      “I was honest with that meathead.  I don’t have it,” Big Candy said.  “Look, the resort fronts me the money.  I’m never gambling my own credits, that would be stupid.”

      “All of this sounds stupid to me,” Hutch interjected.

      “And for that privilege they take seventy percent of anything I win.”

      “How much did you win?” Kitt asked.

      “A couple hundred,” Big said.

      “A couple hundred credits?” Kitt was incredulous.

      “Thousand, Kitt.  A couple hundred thousand credits.  But like I said, that Rosenshield kid came to the table with a million in chips.  He was just showing out.  He probably spends that much on hair products.”

      “You’re insane,” Kitt replied.

      “So you have sixty thousand credits from one game?” Hutch asked.

      “No, I don’t have it,” Big said.

      “But you said they only take seventy percent of your winnings,” Hutch pressed.

      “I said they take seventy off the top.  The rest goes to cover my expenses at the resort.  They don’t give anything away for free.”

      “You spent sixty thousand credits on a room and meals?” Kitt asked, clearly not believing the story his brother was telling.

      “No, but I don’t always win,” Big said.  “They want to recover their losses, and that comes out of my cut.  Normally I stick around for a month or so if the players are there.  It’s a numbers game, really.  Given enough time, I always come out ahead.”

      “So you have a nest egg,” Hutch said.  “Some credits stashed away for an emergency like this, right?”

      Big shrugged his shoulders.  “By the time I pick up the cost of travel, first class ain’t cheap, and update my wardrobe, it all evens out.  I put everything I had into the Fever.  She’s my retirement plan.”

      “You’re a crook,” Kitt said.  “Maybe we should have let that bastard take you.”

      “Hey, that’s not funny,” Big said.

      “We don’t leave anyone behind,” Easy said softly.

      “Yeah, what are you thinking?  We’re all in this together.”

      “Some of us have more baggage than others,” Kitt said.

      They were mad, at least Kitt and Hutch were, and Big Candy understood why.  They thought he lived a charmed life and didn’t realize he walked a fine line between minor celebrity and death.

      “Look, there are some bad people involved in the gaming industry,” Big explained.  “Normally, I can tell who is worth losing to and who ain’t.  I misjudged the Rosenshield kid, I admit it.”

      “So what would you have done if Easy hadn’t bailed you out?” Hutch questioned.

      “I got friends too.  The resort doesn’t want any bad press.  I make a little noise, security comes running, the bad guys take off, and I slip off world for a while.  No big deal.”

      “Only we can’t leave,” Kitt said.  “We’ve got at least a week before the ship’s ready to fly.”

      “What if he leaves?” Hutch said.  “Maybe they go after him and leave us alone.”

      “Hey,” Big Candy said.  “What would dad say about that?”

      “He would say you probably had it coming,” Hutch replied.

      “We stay together,” Easy said.

      They all turned and looked at their younger brother.  Unlike Kitt and Hutch, he was calm.  Despite having just fought off four people, he didn’t even look like he had broken a sweat.

      “They’ll probably come after us,” Kitt said.  “You know that, right?  I mean, if they’re willing to assault us in the resort, they won’t stop just because we’re in town.”

      “And they’ll know about the garage,” Hutch said.  “It’s in your name, right Big?”

      “It’s in dad’s name,” he replied.

      “Close enough,” Kitt said.  “This is bad.”

      “We know they’re coming,” Easy said.  “We know the city.  If they come back around we’ll be ready for them.”

      “That sounds ominous,” Hutch said.

      “Since when does Hutch McCoy run from a fight?” Big said.  “I seem to recall the two of you getting into plenty of scrapes when we were kids.”

      “We aren’t kids anymore,” Hutch said.

      “And the last thing we need is to get the authorities involved,” Kitt said.  “They’ll want to know what we plan to do with the ship.”

      “We plan to get off this rock,” Big Candy said.  “And live the good life.”

      “Oh, there’s nothing suspicious about that,” Kitt said.  “If they tag the Saturday Night Fever as a vessel of interest we’ll ping on their government systems everywhere we go.  They’ll be able to track where we’ve been and where we’re going.  This whole enterprise will be over before we get anywhere near contested space.”

      “So we keep things quiet,” Big Candy said.  “We work on the ship, get her ready to fly, and avoid trouble.  That’s doable.”

      “If your friends don’t come looking for payback,” Hutch said.

      “Like I said, they won’t.  The kid stubbed his toe.  It’s not about the money.”

      “You embarrassed him,” Kitt said.  “And Easy embarrassed his people.  There’s no telling what they might do.”

      “Hey, I never said thanks,” Big said to Easy.  “I appreciate you having my back.”

      “Yeah, I suppose those stun sticks were meant for us,” Hutch said.

      “Forget it,” Easy said.

      “That’s the last thing we’re going to do,” Kitt said.  “We’ve got most everything we need.  I’ve already started the application for registration with the Transportation Bureau.  All that remains is the hydrogen.”

      “We can have that delivered,” Big Candy said.

      “Then we stay at the garage,” Kitt said.  “And we stay alert.  Would you mind handling that side of things, Easy?”

      He nodded but didn’t speak.

      “They’re going to come after us,” Hutch said.  “Sooner rather than later.”

      “I ain’t backing down from a fight,” Big Candy said.

      “I’m fifty-four years old,” Kitt said.  “I sometimes pull a muscle just getting out of bed in the morning.”

      “Sounds like it’s time you got back in shape,” Big said.

      “Says the guy who eats candy all day,” Hutch replied.

      “Hey, I ain’t complaining.  If those yahoos come back around, Easy and I will take care of them.  You just focus on getting the ship ready.”

      Kitt turned to Easy, “Don’t let him get you killed.”

      “That’s not funny,” Big snarled.

      “Nothing about this is funny,” Kitt replied, not backing down from his bigger, older brother.

      “We’re almost at the dock,” Easy said.  “Let’s get out of here.”

      Kitt nodded and backed away from Big Candy.  They were brothers, and they sometimes got angry with one another, but they were bound by ties that were stronger than any given circumstance.  As they disembarked the sun slipped over the horizon.  All four men watched for any sign of danger as they made their way across the city to the ship that would become their new home.
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      Mace was angry, but not because his people had lost the fight.  Five of his crew had been taken down quickly and efficiently by someone who wasn’t even in their database.  That made no sense to Mace.

      “Should we tell Mr. Rosenshield?” Iris asked.

      They were sitting outside Desmond’s bedroom.  Their client was asleep.  Jasmin was escorting a young tourist who was undoubtedly disappointed after what she thought was going to be a romantic evening with the semi-famous scion.  But Desmond didn’t hold his liquor well, and while the journey from the nightclub up to his penthouse suite had been hot and heavy, the young man had passed out as soon as they reached his bedroom.

      “No,” Mace said.  “Not yet.”

      “Do we know where they’re going?” the blonde woman asked.

      She was finally out of her tight dress and in baggy sweats.  Her hair was in a ponytail, the thick makeup washed off.  Mace thought she looked much better without all the trappings that Desmond insisted on.  She seemed comfortable next to the head of security for one of the richest people in the world, her feet tucked under her in the ornate chair, just having a casual conversation.

      “They took a ferry off the island,” Mace said.  “I sent people ahead of them.  We’ll know where they go.”

      “And if they catch a shuttle off world?”

      Mace shrugged.  “Depends on Desmond.  All this was his idea.  He won’t be happy the mark got away, but he doesn’t need to know the details.”

      “Wish I could have seen it,” Iris said.

      “No cameras in that service tunnel,” Mace said.  “That’s why we chose it for our ambush.”

      “One guy taking out all our people, that must have been something,” Iris said.

      It wasn’t a taunt or fear, but respect.  There were very few people in the galaxy who could take on so many well-trained security professionals and walk away.  But Mace had spared no detail in the retelling.  Their coworkers were busy nursing their injuries, though none of which were too severe.

      “Yeah, I haven’t seen anything like that in a long time,” Mace agreed.  “But he was older than me.  Gray hair, what was left of it.  Dressed like a tourist.  I’m thinking former military by the boots.  No one else wears heavy boots like that.  Especially not on an island resort.”

      “Why would a small-time gambler have military grade protection?”

      “That’s a good question.  We don’t know who those people are, only that the fat man was spending time with them the last few days.”

      “Are they card sharks too?”

      “I don’t think so,” Mace said.  “We haven’t clocked them at any of the gaming rooms on security.”

      “Stranger and stranger,” Iris said, as Jasmine returned from escorting the young girl that Desmond had picked up in the club on the VIP floor.

      “Any trouble?” Mace asked.

      “No, not after I told her he wouldn’t remember so she could make up whatever story she wanted,” Jasmin said.

      “You two better get some rest,” Mace said.  “He’ll be hungover and in a bad mood tomorrow.”

      “We can handle that,” Iris said.

      “He’s always hung over and in a bad mood,” Jasmin said.  She was still in the stretchy tight dress and high heels, but she stepped out of the latter with a sigh.  “I’m turning in.”

      “See you in the morning,” Iris said.  She and Mace watched her walk away.  “You want me to wait up with you?”

      “No, I’m just waiting to find out where they go.  Then I’ll be digging to find out who they are.  It’ll be boring.  You should sleep.”

      “I never sleep well when you’re not in the room,” Iris admitted.

      “Good, don’t let your guard down,” he said.  “I got a bad feeling about this one.”

      “We’ll keep him distracted,” Iris said.  “That’s easy enough.”

      “Yeah, but sooner or later we have to tell Mr. Rosenshield what happened.  He won’t like it.  Especially if we don’t make things right soon.”

      She nodded.  It was the dirty side of their business.  Her job was to protect Desmond, but Mace was also in charge of protecting the family name.  If his people couldn’t do the job they would be terminated, and in their line of work people didn’t lose their jobs.  They just disappeared.

      “You’ve got this,” she said, leaning over and kissing his ear.

      She lingered just long enough to let him feel her hot breath on his skin.  He shivered; she smiled.  Iris liked knowing that she could reach him.  Mace kept his walls up at all times.  He was emotionless, all business, but she knew him well enough to slip past his defenses and remind him that he was just a man.

      “Wake me up, if you want to,” she said.

      “Thanks,” he said, his iron resolve returning.

      She left him there, brooding and waiting for his people to report in.  He wouldn’t sleep until he knew who he was up against and how he could beat them.  She just hoped he got good news sooner rather than later.  Until the issue was resolved, they were all in danger of becoming the focus of Franklin Rosenshield’s wrath.
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      “You have roof access?” Easy asked once they reached the garage where the Saturday Night Fever was kept.

      “Yeah,” Big Candy said.  “I’ve never been up there myself.”

      He pointed to a ladder against the far wall that led up to a metal rooftop access hatch.

      “I’ll be there tonight,” he said.

      “All night?” Candy asked.

      “Just in case,” Easy said.

      He set his hardcase on a table and flipped the metal latches.  The case also had a biometric lock.  He put his hand on the panel that read his palm print and all five finger prints.  It opened with a metallic thunk.

      “What have you got in there?” Hutch asked.

      “Just a few things I picked up here and there,” Easy said as he opened the case.

      There were six rifles packed neatly in custom cut foam.  All of the weapons were military grade and looked well cared-for.  Easy plucked the one with the largest scope from the set, then got a pistol as well.  There was a leather holster for the pistol with a shoulder strap.  Easy swung the strap over his shoulder and head, positioning the holster just under his left arm, then he snuggled the black pistol into place.

      “Damn, Easy, why are you carrying around an arsenal?” Kitt asked.

      “Dad always said it was better to have it and not need it…”

      “Than to need it and not have it,” Big Candy finished with a chuckle.

      “Dad was talking about tools,” Kitt pointed out.

      “That’s what these are,” Easy said matter-of-factly.  “Tools of my trade.”

      “Easy, I’m sorry for all the times I teased you as a kid,” Hutch joked.

      “Yeah, me too,” Candy added.  “I take it all back.”

      “We aren’t going to start a war,” Kitt said, putting a hand on his younger brother’s shoulder.  “There’s no need for all this.”

      “Do you have any idea who those people at the resort were?” Easy asked, but he didn’t wait for his brother to answer the question.  “They were professional security agents, probably all former military, the kind that don’t blink twice when ordered to kill someone.”

      “But you set them straight,” Hutch said.

      “I put them on notice,” Easy said.  “They’ll be prepared next time they come.  And make no mistake, they are coming.  The only question is when.”

      “Then we should leave,” Kitt said.  “This isn’t worth risking anyone’s life over.”

      “Are you crazy?” Big Candy said.  “The kid just put his entire life’s savings into the Fever and now you want us to all walk away?”

      “I want us to be able to walk away,” Kitt said.  “I don’t want anyone carted off to jail, or even worse, carried away in a box.”

      “Running isn’t the answer,” Easy said.  “They’ll just follow us.”

      “What did we do?” Hutch asked.

      “You were there,” Easy said.  “If they don’t know it already, they’ll soon figure out that we’re brothers.  Big embarrassed their boss, and I’ve embarrassed them.  They’ll want us all to pay, one way or another.  But don’t worry, I’m not going to let that happen.”

      Easy started for the stairs as his brothers kept arguing.  He understood their fear and their frustration.  Kitt and Hutch hadn’t done anything wrong, and they didn’t want to be in the middle of a feud.  The best thing they could do was get their ship running and head out into deep space.  Contested zone would be perfect.  It was far from civilization, and no one would expect them to run that far.  Hopefully, with the passage of some time, the mercenaries hired by the Rosenshield family would forget all about them.  But for some reason Easy doubted that.  There were rumors about the Rosenshields.  They were among the richest families in the galaxy, and there were stories of secret societies quietly manipulating global and regional politics.  The Rosenshields were named in any number of conspiracy theories, and Easy knew that most conspiracies were founded on grains of truth.  He had no doubt that the Rosenshields would have a long memory.  The wealthy weren’t typically the forgive-and-forget types.

      He climbed up the ladder.  It was really just metal rungs welded to the wall.  The hatch was fastened closed and took some strength to open.  The seals were thick, and the hatch was heavy.  Easy got it open and climbed up onto the roof.  It was covered with a rubber coating to keep it from leaking.  Around the edges was a short wall.  It was only knee-high, but enough to keep the heating and cooling units on the roof out of sight.  Easy did a once-over around the entire roof.  It felt sturdy enough, and there was a safety ladder on the back side of the building.

      Sitting down next to the heat exchange unit, which wasn’t running in the summer, he removed the scope from the mountain rail on the rifle, then began a slow examination of everything he could see from the rooftop.  There were no other people out on the buildings, and few people were in the street at night.  His scope had night vision capabilities, along with thermal, and infrared.  He kept it on night vision and focused on the street.  There was no sign of the mercenaries, but Easy knew they were out there somewhere, probably watching the garage at that very moment.  If they weren’t, they soon would be.

      Easy began breaking down his rifle.  It was a PX720 dual action military carbine.  He had carried one for years before the Navy upgraded to a new laser-only rifle.  The PX720 had a focused light emitter that could wound an enemy at a thousand meters.  It also had the capacity to fire tried-and-true slugs and scatter shot rounds that were powered with explosive gas.  Easy wasn’t expecting a shoot-out, but if the mercenaries showed up with enough people he wanted to be ready to rain down fire on their heads.

      He removed the magazine, the firing chamber, the laser emitter, and finally the barrel itself.  Everything was clean and well-oiled.  He reassembled the weapon in the dark, never looking at what he was doing.  RAKE Operators spent hundreds of hours with their weapons.  Breaking down one’s weapon was part of the training.  He could disassemble and check each part in complete darkness, then reassemble the weapon and have it ready to fire in under one minute.  His hands moved on muscle memory alone, carefully putting each component in place until the weapon was all together again.  Finally, he checked the magazine.  It was filled with eighteen soft alloy slugs.  He would need to pick up some scatter shot rounds at the next opportunity, but between the rifle’s laser capability and the solid shot shells in the magazine, he was ready for whatever the mercenaries were packing.

      Next he checked his pistol.  It was a high-capacity auto pistol with thirty-nine armor-piercing depleted uranium rounds.  They were military grade and not available from civilian retailers.  Once he had used them there would be no more, but the pointed, hard metal bullets could punch holes through a ship’s hull, not to mention body armor, military, police, or otherwise.  Checking his weapons was a habit, but a good one considering the fact that they had been through hyperspace and varying degrees of artificial gravity.  But there wasn’t anything that needed to be corrected or maintained on either weapon.

      As he sat looking through the scope, he felt a sense of foreboding.  He couldn’t help but wonder what he was doing on the roof of the garage at night with his weapons.  He was on Esbe Four, not a frontier world or one embroiled in civil war.  Yet there he was, just like he had done on countless deployments into contested territory, and on worlds in full-out rebellion against the GU.  Was there something wrong with him?  Most soldiers suffered from some level of post-traumatic stress disorder.  Maybe his need to find an enemy to fight was part of his PTSD.

      An hour passed before Kitt arrived on the roof with a pizza.  He wouldn’t have gotten the hatch open without dropping the pizza, but fortunately Easy had left the hatch open.  Kitt also had two cans of soda, one in each pocket of his cargo pants.

      “Thought you might be hungry,” Kitt said as he approached with the pizza.  “Any reason I can’t stay out here with you for a while?”

      “No, it’s clear,” Easy said.

      “You alright, bro?” Kitt asked.  “You seemed a little tense downstairs.”

      “Bad memories, I suppose,” Easy said.

      “We can talk if you want, or just eat.  I’m no psychologist.”

      “You think I need one?”

      Kitt thought about it.  “Maybe we all need one, but I wasn’t suggesting that.  I don’t want to crowd you, but I’m happy to be here beside you.”

      “Thanks,” Easy said.

      Kitt sat down, and they ate the pizza without talking too much.  When they did speak it was to compare some of the places they had been on their travels.  Like Easy, Kitt had chosen a profession that took him far away from Esbe Four, out across the galaxy.

      “What’s the plan for tonight?” Kitt finally asked.  “You staying out here?”

      “We don’t have security cameras,” Easy said.  “They can be hacked anyway.  It’s best if we stay alert.”

      “Roger that,” Kitt said.  “If you get tired, wake me up.” Kitt handed Easy an earpiece.  “Hutch got the ship’s com-link working.  You can reach us with that.  I’ll have the speaker in my berth on in case you have anything to report.”

      “Thanks,” Easy said.  “Does Big have coffee down there?”

      “Sure does, several varieties.  Want me to make some?”

      “That would be nice.  And send up an empty bottle or jug.  I don’t want to be arrested for peeing off the roof.”

      “Nice,” Kitt said.  “Dad would be so proud.”

      Easy’s older brother climbed carefully back down into the garage.  Easy appreciated both Kitt’s attention and his easygoing nature.  Some people simply couldn’t help but talk.  Easy preferred silence unless something needed to be communicated.  He was a man who had always been comfortable with his own thoughts.  They would be enough to keep him awake through the night.  It was a practice he had perfected over the years as a Special Forces soldier in the GU Navy.  And he saw no need to change.
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      Hutch settled into his cabin.  It wasn’t big, since nothing on a starship was ever spacious, but it was comfortable.  The bunk was a simple, twin size slab of steel, but Big Candy had purchased, or swindled people for, high-end responsive foam mattresses for all the beds.  Hutch had to stand on his tip toes and hop a little just to sit on top of the bed.  He wasn’t surprised to find satin sheets covering it, or a state-of-the-art entertainment system built into the wall that could be easily viewed from the bed, the chair, or the table.

      Across from the bed was an oversized recliner.  Hutch sat down and found the controls to the chair.  It not only reclined but had a massage feature and several temperature control zones.  Hutch didn’t always enjoy being in space.  Ships were normally crowded, uncomfortable vessels.  He didn’t need a lot of room, but he didn’t like sharing a berth, and he didn’t like feeling as if he couldn’t get away from other people, especially strangers.  But Candy had done a good job restoring the old cruiser, and it felt like a luxury vessel instead of a mining ship.  Hutch wasn’t sure how much their father would have approved.  Eustace Melchizedek McCoy was a practical man.  He would rather have a workshop filled with tools and bins of materials than a posh room.  Hutch didn’t mind keeping his workspace separate from his living quarters.

      The best part of the room for Hutch was the computer hub that was built into the table.  The table had a hidden expandable section that turned the small workspace into a proper L-shaped desk.  The wall beside the table was actually a high-resolution display panel, large enough that Hutch could easily have six full-sized workscreens running at once.  Most people, when they purchased a computer, bought whatever was cheapest or whichever system had the latest gadget.  But Hutch had been happy to find that his older brother, who never seemed to have much interest in computers, had put powerful processors on the ship, and each of the six berths had stations with their own RAM and private storage.  He hadn’t skimped on anything, and he’d put his money where it counted, at least from a computer engineer’s point of view.

      The cabin also had a private bathroom.  The shower was just a stall with steam jets, but the optimal feature was privacy.  In his cabin, Hutch didn’t have to share anything.  There was more than enough room.  He didn’t have to turn sideways and shimmy between anything.  There was even a small cooler built into one wall, along with a single-cup coffee dispenser.  Hutch made a mental note to stock up his room with some of his preferred snacks before they left Esbe Four.

      After emptying his suitcase into the closet, which had a surprising amount of space, both for hanging clothes as well as built-in drawers and an overhead storage bin, he returned to the main salon.  Big Candy was at the bar, mixing a drink in a stainless steel shaker.

      “Would you like a cocktail, Hutch?” Big Candy asked.  “I make a delicious martini.”

      “Never cared for those,” Hutch said.  “I’m not sure we should be drinking anyway.”

      “Just one to calm the nerves,” his brother urged.  “I don’t know about you, but I could use it.”

      “Alright, just a whiskey sour.”

      “Coming right up, sir,” Big Candy said with a smile.  “You know, if I hadn’t landed on gambling, I would have opened my own bar.  Just a small place, where people know each other, but where people appreciate well-mixed drinks.”

      He pulled a bottle of whiskey out of a rack behind the small bar and poured a shot into a small mixing glass.

      “You wouldn’t have done that,” Hutch said.  “Not enough money in it for you.”

      “Maybe, maybe not, who can say,” the big man replied.  He seemed especially oversized behind the small bar.  “The secret to a good drink is good ingredients.  Some places use bottled lemon juice in a whiskey sour, or some prepackaged syrup.  Not me.”

      He bent down and retrieved a lemon from the cooler built under the bar.  His large hands worked at slicing the piece of fruit with smooth motions.  He was almost graceful, and Hutch never stopped marveling at how such a large person could also be so agile and self-aware.  He had never seen Big Candy fumble things or bump into furniture.  No one would describe the large man as clumsy.  He squeezed a large slice of lemon into the mixing glass.  The juice squirted in, and he swirled the liquid together before picking up a bottle of guava nectar.  He splashed a little of the sweet nectar into the drink and picked up a glass stirring wand.  After giving the drink a proper stir, he retrieved a thick-bottomed crystal tumbler and filled it with ice, before pouring the whiskey sour into the serving glass.

      “There you are, a perfect whiskey sour,” Big Candy said.  “A little too on-the-nose for my taste, but to each his own.”

      “I didn’t know you were so discerning,” Hutch said, taking the tumbler and giving it a swirl.

      “Age has restricted my diet somewhat,” Big Candy said as he poured his own drink into a delicate-looking martini glass.  “Spicy food is harder to digest, so I’m forced to be more intentional about my flavors.  Nothing wrong with that, if you’re willing to wait for the good stuff.”

      He picked up a cocktail toothpick with a fancy black ribbon at the end.  After stabbing it through three olives, he dunked them into his drink and let them soak.

      “Why don’t we move to more comfortable seating?” Big Candy suggested.

      Hutch sipped his drink.  Usually he liked that the citrus masked the harsh taste of the whiskey, and the sweetener made the cocktail drinkable.  He wouldn’t say that he liked it, but it was tolerable and in social situations he could nurse a whiskey sour for a long time.  Hutch was no pushover, but being a computer engineer came with a reputation for studiousness and exactitude that some people took for weakness.  He didn’t like to reinforce that stereotype by drinking fruity cocktails, even though he found them much more tolerable.

      But the drink that Big Candy mixed for him was actually pretty good.  The whiskey was smoother than he expected, and the real lemon juice acted as a counterpoint rather than just a mask.  But it was the guava nectar that really tied the flavors together.  It sweetened the drink to be sure, but it also bridged the harsher flavors into a pleasing, cohesive taste that Hutch found he liked.

      “Don’t look so surprised,” Big Candy said.  “I like the finer things in life, and that includes cocktails.”

      “You’re onto something here,” Hutch said.

      “If that’s a compliment, I accept,” the big man said as he settled his wide body into an oversized chair.

      The furniture around the entertainment area was bolted down.  The chairs had thick cushions and hidden security belts so that the seats could be used as crash couches in case of an emergency.  They were also very comfortable, with motorized reclining and built-in amenities such as a little cup holder that fit Hutch’s tumbler perfectly.  It wasn’t surprising when his older brother lifted a padded arm section and pulled out a package of candy from his own seat.

      “Some things never change,” Hutch said.

      “Indeed,” the big man said.

      They spent some time on small talk, and Hutch got the impression that his brother was working toward something.  He didn’t mind.  His drink was good, and the alcohol spread a comfortable warmth throughout his body and mind.  After the surprising and scary fight at the casino, the drink soothed his nerves.

      “When we get the Fever flying,” Big Candy finally said.  “What do you suppose the odds are of getting through the Fanning Belt?”

      Calculating odds was the gambler’s department, but Hutch understood the issues they faced.  It wasn’t just about getting through the asteroid field either.  The matter around the field could be fine, but just as deadly.  A pebble-sized bit of iron or some other hard mineral flying through space could punch a hole in the hull.  One tiny crack could compromise the airframe and, in hard vacuum, could disable the ship and kill them all.  The Saturday Night Fever was an old ship, but one built for comfort and longevity.  The thick metal on the frame was sturdy.  They were close enough to the ocean that moist, salty air could have ruined the ship, but Hutch hadn’t found a speck of rust anywhere.

      “We’ve got a lot to do before we cross that bridge,” Hutch said.  “We’ve run some tests, but we won’t really know how well the fusion chamber has held up until we get some hydrogen in there and ignite it.”

      “The ship is in excellent condition,” Big said.  “I’ve seen to that myself.”

      “But you’re running her on battery power, which is fine for now.  The batteries are excellent.  You did well picking them.  They’ll even get the ship flying, just not into space.  We need more power for that, maximum thrust to break free of the gravity holding us here.  And you could spend weeks going over a fusion chamber with a magnifying glass and still miss stress fractures in the alloy walls or a microscopic crack in the safety seals.  You just can’t know the integrity of the chamber until she’s fired up.”

      “This ship belonged to a collector,” Big Candy said.  “It sat in a warehouse for decades.  When I bought her she was pristine, but I’ve spent the better part of a decade going over every inch and adding things to my personal taste little by little.  She’ll hold up, Hutch.  I know this ship like I know my favorite deck of cards.”

      “Okay, but that’s just one factor.  She still needs magnetic and electro shielding.  A ship in space can’t just fly around at incredible speeds without something to protect it from the debris that floats around out there.  It’s like the ocean here.  The water is clear and seems so clean, until you put on a mask and dive into it.  Suddenly you can see all kinds of things floating in there, tiny sea creatures, bits of aquatic plant life, sand, pollution even.  Space is the same way, only bigger and darker.”

      “So what’s it take to get the shielding?”

      “That depends on the fusion reactor,” Hutch said.  “We can only produce so much power, and it has to be distributed to all the various systems: life support, heating, water treatment, communications, everything.  You have to think of the ship not as a vehicle, but as a contained city.  It has to produce everything you need, and get rid of everything you don’t, in what is a very hostile and dangerous environment where one mistake could kill everyone on board.”

      “You worry too much,” Big said.  “The engineers built her to do all those things.  We just need her working and we’re set.”

      “We’ll see.  We’ve also got to get there.  The Fanning Belt is way, way out on the galactic arm, and in contested space.  So we have to run past the GU blockade and whatever ships the ICP has out there.”

      “The ICP shouldn’t have any ships where we’re going.  There’s no planet in the Harpazo system.”

      “It’s a big place, and they can’t monitor it all, but there’s a king’s fortune in quartzite that could be mined from the planetoid at the center of that asteroid field,” Hutch said.  “Not to mention the limitless free power to be harnessed by those crystals.  The ICP would do anything to get them, and the GU will do anything to stop the ICP from getting them.”

      “So we could wind up in the middle of a war,” Big said, shaking his head.

      “Yeah, we could.”

      “Can Kitt run the blockade?  Is he good enough?”

      “When we were younger,” Hutch said.  “He was the best pilot I ever saw.  Not that I’m an expert, but he was very good.”

      “And now?” Big asked.

      “He’s more experienced, but maybe less bold.  I really don’t know.  But age catches up to everyone sooner or later.  We’ll just have to wait and see.”

      “Do you know what the key is to successfully navigating risk, Hutch?”

      The computer engineer shrugged his shoulders and finished his drink.

      “It’s knowing the outcome before you take the chance,” Big Candy explained.  “It’s knowing the odds are a million to one that your opponent has a better hand than you do, before you push your chips into the middle of the table.”

      “Okay,” Hutch said.

      “Dad would have wanted to take these chances just for the spark of hope that they might pay off.  But we’re both adults here.  Blind chances aren’t the kind of risk that pays off.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “I’m just saying, we don’t know if any of this is going to work,” Big Candy said.  “So we better have a back-up to the back-up plan, or we could wind up in real trouble.”

      “We’re not in real trouble now?  What do you think those goons would have done to you if Easy hadn’t been there?”

      Big shrugged.  “If you move in circles with sharks, sometimes you’re going to get bit.”

      “And sometimes when you get bit, you die,” Hutch pointed out.  “You ever think of that?”

      “Of course I do,” Big Candy said.  “But I’m fifty-seven years old.  Dad died when he was one year older than me.  I feel pretty good for my age, but I’m no fool.  I eat what I want, drink what I want, and sometimes I enjoy a good cigar.  I’m not giving up the finer things in life just to wring out a few more years.  When the party is over, I want to know I went all in.”

      “That’s a pretty fatalistic view of things,” Hutch said.

      “But you know I’m right.  What’s age reduction therapy run?  I mean the good stuff that really turns back the clock?”

      Hutch shrugged.  “A hundred thousand credits a year, give or take.”

      “Right, and it starts at a million.  I’d gladly spend it if I had it, but I don’t.  So I’m standing on the edge of a cliff here, looking out into the abyss and wondering when the ground is going to crumble beneath my feet.”

      They both sat looking at each other.  The conversation had gotten heavy.  Maybe it was the liquor, but Hutch felt a melancholy that was unusual for a man who prided himself on being practical, not emotional.

      “What are you two doing?” Kitt asked, walking in and breaking the tension.

      “Having a drink,” Big Candy said, holding up his empty martini glass.  “Why don’t you join us?”

      “I think I’ll get some sleep,” Kitt said.  “I want to get started early tomorrow.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Hutch said.  “Thanks for the nightcap, Big.”

      “My pleasure.  Does Easy need anything?” Candy asked.

      “He’s in his element up there,” Kitt said.  “But he asked for coffee.”

      “I’ll brew him a pot of my strongest blend, but he’ll have to come down for it.  I’m not squeezing through that roof hatch.”

      “I gave him a com-link.  Just let him know when it’s ready.”

      “Will do,” Big Candy said.  “Good night, gentlemen.  Enjoy your new quarters.  Those sheets are from a dealer in the Indus Major system.  I know a guy.”

      Hutch couldn’t help but chuckle as he headed off to his cabin.  He wondered how much of the ship was outfitted with illicit goods.  It didn’t matter as long as everything worked, and part of that was up to him.  So he was determined to do his very best.  Like Big Candy said, it was better to know the outcome before taking a risk.  And Hutch didn’t trust anyone else to get the ship up to his standards.  They might not make it to the Fanning Belt or find a way through the asteroid field, but it wouldn’t be because the Fever wasn’t up to the challenge.  He would make sure of that himself.
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      The next day the garage became a hive of activity.  A team of mechanics returned and got two more engines mounted.  The wiring was more complex and would take a bit longer, but the ship was making progress.

      “How’s the nav computer situation coming?” Kitt asked.

      “It’s already been installed.  I’m linking it to the ship’s onboard computer now,” Hutch said.  “Once that’s done, we’ll do a major update.  That could take a few days.  It’s been a long time since the nav computer was in use.”

      “Do you have to babysit that?” Kitt asked.

      “No, you need me?”

      “I’m going to order some hydrogen, and I want to start processing water.  We’ve got a three-way system and should be good with either liquid water or hydrogen gas to produce our O2.  But if you could keep an eye on that…”

      “Sure,” Hutch said.

      “Thanks, I shouldn’t be gone too long.”

      Kitt left the busy garage and took public transit to a hydro station.  Hydrogen gas could be made by splitting water atoms, and Esbe Four had plenty of water, but it was easier and better for the planet to mine the gas from Esbe Five, a massive gas giant that had copious amounts of hydrogen in its atmosphere.

      The hydro station took Kitt’s order and promised to make delivery later that afternoon.  His next stop was a cafe, where he ordered coffee and sent messages to the Galactic Net.  He ordered a moving service to remove his belongings from the small apartment he kept on Caldonia in the Akkad system and put everything into storage.  Kitt was a professional pilot and spent long stretches off world.  The apartment he owned had a concierge service that catered to pilots.  Selling the property wouldn’t be difficult.  He had around eighty thousand credits in equity in the small home and only kept the basics there like extra clothes, some furniture, a few knick-knacks.  In savings Kitt had another twenty thousand credits, but it would cost nearly that much to fill the Fever’s hydrogen tanks.

      Leaving the cafe he stopped at a banking kiosk and transferred his savings to a short-term account on Esbe Four.  The bill for the gas would be due upon delivery, and even though the transfer cost him two hundred credits, he was given a shopping card that was connected to the local bank and would be accepted everywhere on Esbe Four.

      The last of his errands included picking up lunch for his brothers.  There was plenty of food on the ship, having gone over the stores himself, but much of it was simple long-term storage fare such as dehydrated stews, dry pasta with sauces in airtight and biodegradable pouches, and powered proteins.  That type of food would sustain a person, and Kitt thought it was pretty tasty too, but there wasn’t much variety to it, and while they were still on Esbe Four they wanted to eat the things they couldn’t get in space.  Kitt picked up a meal of fried fish with all the side dishes, then returned to the garage.

      The work being done hadn’t gone unnoticed.  He saw several of Big Candy’s neighbors loitering outside their own properties, trying to get a glimpse inside.  It would be hard to spot the thugs who tried to corner them at the resort among all the locals though, especially since Big was a private person who hadn’t cultivated any friends in the area.  The garage was noisy, but once Kitt got on board the Fever he could barely hear the racket outside.  He took the food to the galley and started unpacking it all.

      “Food, great,” Easy exclaimed.  “I’m starved.”

      “You should be in bed,” Kitt said.

      “I was.  Just got up.”

      “You slept all of six hours.  A growing boy like you needs more than that.”

      “Six hours is a luxury, especially on Big’s fancy beds.  I had to get a step ladder just to get in mine.”

      “Yeah, they are pretty fancy,” Kitt said.  “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Fine, I can’t sleep more than six hours at a stretch without some type of sleep aid, which I avoid.  Fish smells good.”

      “Yeah, I always enjoyed it.  You can’t get fresh fish like this on most worlds.”

      “I’ll let everyone know you’re here,” Easy said.

      “I got that,” Kitt said, hitting a button on the wall of the galley.  When he spoke, his words were repeated through the ship’s speakers.  “Lunch is served in the galley, I repeat, lunch is being served.  And Easy’s hungry, so if you want some you better come and get it.”

      “Nice,” Easy said sarcastically.

      “I got the hydro ordered.  We can test the fusion reactor tonight.  I’ve already started the registration paperwork.  If all goes well, we could be out of here by the end of the week.”

      “The sooner the better,” Easy said, taking the plate of food his brother handed him.

      “Did someone say lunch?” Big asked.

      He was still in his night clothes, with a silk robe covering them.  His hair stuck out from his head, and his eyes were puffy.

      “It’s about time you got up,” Kitt said.

      “I keep my own hours, thank you,” Big said.  “Fish…for breakfast…what are we, barbarians?”

      “It’s lunch,” Kitt said.

      “I’ll have coffee first, but save me some,” Big said.  “There’s a game I want to catch on the Dutch Keys.”

      “That’s a bad idea,” Kitt said.  “What if those goons are looking for you there?”

      “They won’t be.  It’s a game for locals, not tourists.  I doubt the people we ran into would even know about it.”

      “Don’t count on that,” Easy said.  “They’ll have sources, locals who know where to find you.”

      “Then you can come along and keep me safe, baby brother.  I won‘t let Desmond Rosenshield keep me from living my life.”

      “He can’t go either,” Kitt said.  “We’re staying together until we get off world.  Besides, I’m running a test on the fusion reactor tonight.  I want us all here for that.”

      “Fine,” Big said.  “But I’m already regretting this.”

      “Regretting what?” Hutch asked as he came into the galley.

      “Going into business with family,” Big said.  “Coffee?”

      “No thanks,” Hutch replied.  “Is that fish?”

      “And chips,” Kitt said.  “All the fixins really.  Fresh caught this morning.”

      “Awesome,” Hutch said.  “I haven’t had fresh fish in ages.”

      They ate together, talking and laughing.  In some ways Kitt felt like he was back home again and just a teenager.  It was shocking to see the gray hair and wrinkles on his brothers’ faces.  And it felt like their father could come walking in at any moment.

      But the truth was that they had never lived anywhere as plush as the ship they were about to take into space.  Their father had worked hard, but he didn’t earn a lot of money.  To him, home was just a gathering place, the point of origin for whatever adventure he could cook up for him and his boys.  They had lived in a crowded little apartment, but they didn’t mind.  There were no feminine touches to the home; their father never even dated after his wife died.  It was all boys all the time, and while Kitt could see the advantages of that as a boy, he could also see that he, nor any of his brothers, had ever married.  Was that a carryover from their childhood without a mother?  Did they all have emotional wounds that kept them from loving another person?  Or were they so thoroughly ruined by the way they were raised that no woman would have them?  He didn’t know.  There had been a number of women in his life, but either his lack of charm or the fact that he was often gone nine or ten months out of the year had kept them from growing into more than short-term flings.

      “We’ve got a lot of folks trying to get a beat on what’s happening in the garage,” Kitt said.  “I saw quite a few of your neighbors outside when I came back from town.”

      “Nosy bastards,” Big Candy said.  “They’re jealous, I’m sure.”

      “More people will make spotting surveillance more difficult,” Easy said.

      “Should we be worried?” Hutch asked.

      “No,” Big said, but Easy nodded in the affirmative.  “Look, I’ve been through this before.  Trust me, these people will lose interest.  I’m just a novelty to them, something to focus on until the next distraction comes along.”

      “That might be the case,” Kitt said.  “But we don’t know when that next distraction is going to be.  And it’s best if we keep up our guard.”

      “I’ll take a walk,” Easy said.  “Get a baseline before tonight.”

      “Don’t blow up my ship,” Big Candy said.

      “We aren’t blowing anything up,” Hutch said.  “We’ll only use enough hydrogen to test the chamber, make sure it’s solid.”

      “It is,” Candy insisted.

      “Then you have nothing to be worried about,” Kitt told him.  “Here, eat your fish.”

      Big Candy took the plate, picked up a fish filet, and ate half of it in one bite.  “Dad would have loved this,” he said, his mouth full of food.

      Kitt realized they were probably ruined by not having a mother in their life after all.
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      Easy had his clothes, toiletries, and weapons stored in his room.  He kept the lightweight gas-powered flechette pistol on him at all times, but the other guns in the case.  He also had the banking computer out on the table in his cabin.  He had already memorized the routing number that the ICP spook had given him and ripped the card to shreds.  He wasn’t tempted to use it, but he didn’t want to not have it if he needed to reach out to the other side.

      After thirty years, Easy still thought of the ICP as the enemy.  They weren’t bad, they were just people after all, so not evil.  And if he was honest he admired their desire to be left alone.  He had those same feelings himself, but the GU was determined to use him, and the ICP were determined to recruit him.

      As he made his way out of the ship he tried to remind himself that he wasn’t a GU soldier anymore.  The Navy had a thirty-year enlistment limit.  They had told him he couldn’t stay; it was their policy decision, not something he had or would have opted to do had he been given the choice.  He should have been a neutral third party in the government’s conflict with the Independent Coalition of Planets.  Most people saw it that way.  The GU was the overarching government, but each planet had its own rules, customs, culture, and identity.  Occasionally the GU stepped in and enacted galaxy-wide rules and regulations.  But to the average person living their life on the GU planets, what the Galactic Navy did wasn’t of much concern.  The fighting that took place was mostly on contested worlds or in contested space.  It was far away and only a political talking point on most worlds.

      After a quick glance one way, Easy started walking down the street.  There were people out.  They were all doing mundane tasks, but without much enthusiasm.  They all watched him though, trying to get a good look at the new guy without just staring at him.  Telmus didn’t have a big homeless issue, and while there were places where young people loitered around on the streets, the garage was in a fairly decent neighborhood.  It was the kind of place where small-time business people could work out of their own spaces and make a living.  Easy clocked each person, noticing their hair, the way they moved, and if they had hidden weapons tucked away.  As he walked, he thought about the banking computer.  It was made to be private, not just in communications, but the device itself was untraceable.  He feared that maybe it had a tracking beacon, but unless he powered up the computer it wouldn’t be active.  Therefore, he reasoned, it was safe to keep; only he couldn’t be certain of anything.

      He had spent thirty years working black ops or carrying out surgical strikes in conflict zones.  RAKE Operators were the workhorse of the Navy’s planetary combat engagement.  Some fighting took place in outer space or in orbit above a contested world.  But at other times it was necessary to have boots on the ground.  Planets had armies, but the Navy had VICE, or Vessel and Installation Conduct Enforcement, to keep order in their ships and space stations, as well as RAKE, or Reconnaissance, Acquisition, and Kinetic Engagement, to do their fighting when soldiers were required.  There were recon missions, but they didn’t include spycraft.  The GU had a dedicated intelligence service that took care of that type of operation.  Naval Intelligence was focused strictly on the enemy in the theater of war.  So while he could spot insurgents, it wasn’t quite the same as spotting spies or developing contacts in a civilian environment.

      He made the block, but he didn’t spot the professionals at first glance.  They might have blended in with the locals, certainly looking like them, if Easy hadn’t seen them watching him before.  The only question in his mind, once he caught onto the pair, was if they were GU spies or mercs working for the Rosenshields.

      Most former military people went into a handful of professions.  The most common was law enforcement.  Easy could have taken up with SWAT or fugitive recovery on any world in the galaxy.  Some former soldiers opted for private security.  It was more lucrative, but had its drawbacks.  Then there was the mercenary for hire option.  Easy’s unique skills made him a highly valued person in certain circles, especially those who saw the laws and morals of the galaxy as more of a guide than an actual rule.  Mercenaries carried out all kinds of unsavory tasks, from stealing intellectual property to assassinations.  It was exactly the kind of work he was trained for and had carried out for the GU Navy.  Easy didn’t mind a fight; in fact it was what he felt best at, but he wasn’t looking for a violent life.  Nor did he want to sell his soul for big money working for people or organizations that had no moral compass.

      Easy continued his walk this time circling around to come back on the same side of the street as the two men watching him.  They were still there, about forty meters from Big Candy’s garage.  They were pretending to clean some tools in the narrow alley between their building and the next.  It was a sloppy cover, since anyone invested in the task could have completed it in less than an hour.  Why was it taking the two spies all day?  Because they didn’t really care about the tools; they were more interested in him.

      They saw Easy approaching and tried to pretend not to, but he walked right up to the pair, watching them closely to ensure that they didn’t draw weapons.

      “Help you?” one of the men asked.  He was shorter than his companion and wearing a cap.

      “GU or contract work?”

      “Pardon?” the taller man asked.

      “Are you working for the GU or someone else?” Easy repeated.

      There was any number of reasons as to how a person got their nickname.  Easy’s initials were E for Edgar and Z for Zacchaeus, but his father began to call him Easy because he didn’t seem bothered in stressful situations.  He took things easy, his father had said about him, and didn’t get upset easily.  It wasn’t true though, Easy just hid his emotions well.  But in the Navy he gained a reputation for going right toward a problem, be that a task or a fight.  He was the type that tackled things head-on, and if it made his opponents or adversaries uneasy, well, that was just a bonus.

      “Sir, I don’t know,” the man in the cap said.  “But we’re renting this garage and doing some repair work.  That’s all.”

      “So GU, that’s good to know,” Easy said.

      He walked away, crossing the street and walking calmly to Big Candy’s garage, all the while forming a plan in his head.

      It was late afternoon when the mechanics installing the ship’s engines knocked off for the day.  There were wires and cables hanging from the sleek engines, but the Saturday Night Fever was almost ready to fly.  Easy didn’t show it, but he was excited about the prospect of mining quartzite crystals.  Not because of the money, although that would be nice, or even because it was their father’s dream.  What really enticed Easy was doing something difficult.  Flying through an asteroid field was extremely difficult, but getting onto a planet that hadn’t fully formed yet and cutting through the crust to find the quartzite before it was transformed by heat and pressure into some other substance sounded like an adventure to him.  The ship was nearly ready; they just had a few obstacles left to overcome.  One was testing the fusion reactor, another was dealing with the people looking to hurt Big Candy.  His brothers were taking care of the former, and Easy had a plan for the latter.  If it worked, he might just be able to kill two birds with one stone and get the GU spooks off his tail as well.  The thought of it made him smile.  All he needed to do was wait for darkness to fall, and when the goons from the resort showed up, which he was fully confident they would do, he would lead them right into a trap.
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      “The power is disconnected,” Easy reported from outside the ship, his voice coming over the speakers clearly, without any static or decay.

      “Copy that,” Kitt replied.  “We’re starting the test now.”

      “Starting the vacuum pump,” Hutch said.

      “Don’t blow up my ship,” Big Candy warned.

      “It won’t blow,” Kitt said.  “But we have to test the chamber’s stability.  And there’s only one way to do that.”

      “Gravity generators on,” Hutch reported.  “Activating the magnetic shielding.”

      “All reactor systems are in the green.  You can open the hydro valve,” Kitt ordered.

      The controls to the fusion engine were operated by the computer system via the controls on the bridge.  Hutch was in the cockpit, activating the fusion reactor test sequence.  It wouldn’t create a sustainable reaction, just the initial combustion, which required a complete vacuum inside the chamber and heavy gravity-like pressure to force the gas down into a tiny point in the center of the reactor.  It was a bit like mimicking a black hole, only much less powerful.  The hydrogen, once compressed, would begin to heat up, and when it combusted the release of energy would be almost like a bomb.  The reaction chamber was built to contain that energy, to capture and harness it.  Once the reaction was balanced and sustainable, it would produce all the energy they needed, as long as they could supply a steady stream of hydrogen.  But the initial combustion put incredible stress on the chamber.  Kitt had gone over the component carefully, and there were no visible signs of stress or age.  If it failed, the reactor wouldn’t blow up.  It might not produce a vacuum if there were minute cracks somewhere in the chamber.  If it did sustain a vacuum, the artificial gravity forces could cause the chamber to crumple and break apart, especially if there were weak points in the steel alloy.  A stress fracture or tiny inclusion could cause the walls of the chamber to crack, fracture, or break apart.

      And if they got to the point of combustion, the stress on the system might simply cause a failure that would be like a small bomb going off in an enclosed space.  There could be damage to the engineering space, but it too was made for such an occasion.  Kitt and Big Candy were monitoring the fusion reaction from the safe room, which was made of highly reinforced walls and a thick slab of transparent steel alloy that served as a window.  The reactor itself wasn’t all that large.  It was a box, one meter long on each side, from the outside.  The chamber walls were very thick, and there were back-up safety seals around the injector nodule.  The entire ship had artificial gravity plates built into the lower section of the hull, but the reactor had plates on all six sides of the chamber.

      In front of Kitt and Big Candy was a video screen that showed the reactor’s components with progress bars as the system built up to the combustion point.

      “Have you ever had this tested?” Kitt asked.

      “No, but I was assured by the previous owner that it was fully functional.”

      “And you just took his word for it?”

      “I didn’t buy the ship with plans to fly her,” Big Candy said.  “It was a statement piece.  I thought at first that I would knock out the walls between the cabins and build myself a large bedroom, but I was told it would take more work and money than building a new ship.  They made these Endurance class vessels to last a lifetime.  The walls were too thick to cut and created some type of honeycomb structural something or another.  I honestly didn’t pay much attention once the ship remodeling expert said no.”

      “So you turned it into a man cave,” Kitt said.  “You always were a strange bird, Big.”

      “It was an investment,” Big Candy said.  “I always planned to sell her someday.  I just never got around to it.”

      “In other words, you bought it, fell in love with it, and couldn’t stand the thought of getting rid of it at any price.”

      “Something like that.”

      “You’re just like dad.  How many times did he buy some old piece of junk to fix up, only for us to find it after he died in that ratty old shop of his?”

      “It made him happy,” Big said.

      “Things don’t have the capacity to make a person happy,” Kitt pointed out.  “Our thoughts about those things make us happy, or sad, or whatever.”

      “Don’t start with the psychology lecture.  You grew out of that ridiculous phase and made something of your life.”

      The reactor was at fifty-percent power, and the safety systems were still green across the board.  Kitt’s eyes flicked from the screen to the window and back.

      “You really think becoming a pilot was worthwhile?” Kitt asked.

      “It was your dream.”

      “My dream was to fly fighter ships,” Kitt said.  “But the GU Navy claimed I had a defect.  Something about my personality wasn’t to their liking.”

      “It was a foolish lapse on their part,” Big replied.  “The bloated bureaucracy’s protocols create more headaches than they solve.  It was their loss.  But you never know, you might have been blown to bits in the contested zone if you had become a Navy pilot.”

      “Easy made it thirty years, and he was in way more dangerous situations.  I just wanted to fly, and I got to do that, but really I was just a cog in the machine.  I have nothing to show for my life.”

      “Most people rarely do,” Big said.

      The com-link speaker projected Easy’s voice into the room.  “How’s it looking?”

      “Seventy percent and she’s holding together,” Kitt said.

      “Good deal, I’m heading up to the roof.  Holler if you need me.”

      “Copy that,” Kitt said.

      “Our very own watch dog,” Big Candy said.  “What do you think he’ll do if the Rosenshield people do come around?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “We’re just going to let him sit on the roof with a rifle and hope he doesn’t shoot anyone?”

      “He’s trying to protect us,” Kitt insisted.  “To protect you, Big.”

      “I’m not sure that’s the way to do it,” the large man said.

      Kitt thought that he sounded like their father.  Eustace McCoy didn’t know what to make of his rambunctious, headstrong sons who were different from him in so many ways.  He never held them back, despite having reservations.  It was an admirable quality in Kitt’s mind.  They had outgrown him in some ways, yet were still striving to be just like him in others.

      “We’re at eighty percent,” Kitt said into the intercom.  “Safety systems still show green across the board.”

      “Want me to come down there?” Hutch asked.

      “If you want,” Kitt replied.  “Big is standing by the kill switch.”

      “On my way,” Hutch replied.

      “Are we past the point of no return?” Big asked.

      “Nearly,” Kitt said.  “Combustion could ignite at any moment.  Every system is different.  Some fire at eighty-one percent power, others need the full one hundred.”

      “How are our batteries holding up?” Big asked.

      “So far so good.  We’ve burned through nearly a quarter of the back-up power, but that’s normal.  If we can fire the reactor and still have two-thirds of our emergency power I’ll be happy.”

      “What did I miss?” Hutch asked as he stepped into the crowded safe room.

      “Nothing yet,” Kitt said.  “We’re at eighty-four percent.”

      “How will we know that it’s working?” Big asked.

      “Once it ignites we’ll have a surge of energy,” Kitt said.  “Enough to recharge the battery banks, run all four engines, and power the ship’s systems.”

      “Eighty-eight percent and holding,” Hutch said.

      “And if there’s a problem?” Big pressed.

      As if on cue, the reactor ignited.  The hydrogen in the chamber was compressed to a tiny point by the artificial gravity.  The compression created heat, the heat grew exponentially, and the hydrogen eventually ignited.  The system was at eighty-nine percent of its power capabilities.  There was no flash of light.  The reactor chamber was completely enclosed.  But there was a surge of power.  The lights in the safety room grew brighter, and the ship’s energy supply on the monitor showed a surge.  A chime sounded, and then everything seemed normal.

      “We have combustion,” Kitt said.  He didn’t need to say it, but after years and years of following careful flight protocols, the habit was ingrained.  “We have full power, and all systems are stable.”

      “It works,” Big said, sounding relieved.

      “It works like a dream,” Hutch said.

      “They don’t make them like this anymore,” Kitt said.  “We’re in good shape.  Hutch, go start the shutdown sequence.”

      “You don’t want me to hit the red button?” Big asked.

      “No, that’s only for emergencies,” Kitt said.  “We’ll shut the hydrogen supply off, let the fusion burn itself out, then power down the artificial gravity and the magnetic shielding.  Then we can run a full check on the entire system, but it seems to be in perfect condition.”

      “I told you she was,” Big said.  “As soon as the mechanics are done with the engines, she’ll be ready to fly.”

      “Just a couple more days,” Kitt said.  “Then we’ll see what this baby’s really got.”
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      They were there, lurking in the dark, watching.  Easy didn’t spot them at first.  They stayed out of sight as the sun went down, but in the darkness they re-appeared.  Two groups of two, one pair on either end of the street.  Easy studied each one.  He recognized one pair, the man and woman from the resort.  The other pair were new—heavy hitters, from the looks of them.

      Easy removed his scope from his PX720 and pressed it to his eye like a telescope before activating the night vision so the green glow wouldn’t reveal his presence on the rooftop.  Then he studied each pair again.  The man and woman were just spotters.  They stood close to each other, either lovers or pretending to be, watching the garage.  The other pair, the heavy hitters, had weapons.  Easy couldn’t see what exactly, but the way their clothes fit them, it was clear they had gear snuggled against their bulky bodies.  Probably rope, tape, some non-lethal toys to soften their targets up, and certainly some guns.  Blades would be more discreet, but professionals wouldn’t take chances.  Easy had taken them by surprise once; they wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      In a combat operation he would take them down from the roof.  Laser fire would be too bright; he would have to get his sniper rifle.  It was gas-powered, with a zero-friction barrel and Perfect Flight flechette ammo.  The darts were as long as his middle fingers and razor-sharp.  The weapon made almost no sound when firing, just a hollow thoop as the dart was blown through the barrel from the compressed air canister that acted as a shoulder stock.  Easy thought for a moment.  Body shots would eviscerate flesh and pierce organs.  It was a slow but certain death, especially if arteries were severed by the darts.  Head shots, on the other hand, were instant killers.  The sniper rifle could put a flechette through a skull at twenty-five hundred meters.  And the flechettes were engineered for an almost perfect flight trajectory.  They were light and hardly affected by gravity, the perfect sniper round.  Easy had fifty of the deadly darts in his hardcase, but killing the mercenaries would bring the authorities around.  That was the last thing Easy wanted.  If they got embroiled in a murder investigation, they would be expected to stay on planet for months.  If they slipped away, they would look guilty.  Of course, if Easy killed the mercenaries it would be murder, not war, so he would be guilty.  It might not be hard to prove either, depending on the circumstances.  If the bodies were found by a bystander or the authorities, it would be game over.  And worse still, it would set off a blood feud that would claim countless lives.  Easy didn’t mind the risk himself, but he didn’t want to put his brothers in that situation.

      That left only one alternative.  He had to wait for the boss to show up, which he did sometime around midnight, joining the lovebirds at the end of the street.  Easy recognized him too.  The man who had boxed in Big Candy, Kitt, and Hutch.  He had watched Easy take his men down with a cold, emotionless gaze.  Easy knew the type: unflappable, conniving, and very dangerous.  The boss must have seen his share of death, and Easy doubted that anything was beneath the man.  He was a killer, the sort of soulless operator who wouldn’t hesitate to pull your teeth out one by one, or stick needles in your eyeballs to get whatever he wanted from you.

      Easy had killed men, some while fighting, others assassinated by his hand, but he felt the weight of those lives.  Killing took something from him, and he never took it for granted.  Easy wasn’t a peacemaker, but he was the type that considered killing a last resort.  Those who rushed into killing soon thought of it as the solution to every problem.

      After watching the boss long enough to know that the crew was up to something, Easy slipped off the roof.  He left his rifle in the garage, but near the door so it would be easy to grab if his plan went awry.  It wasn’t cold out, but the wind off the ocean at night could be chilly.  It was a good excuse to put on a jacket, which Easy did to conceal the pistol in the holster under his left arm.  He also had a matched pair of throwing knives tucked into his belt at the small of his back.

      The door opened with a squeak.  It would be impossible for the crew watching the garage to miss it.  He wasn’t sure how close the mercenaries were, but he was confident they had closed in on the building where the Fever was being worked on.  Easy didn’t look for the crew; instead he went straight to the dark alley where the GU spooks were still watching.  They weren’t really interested in him.  Easy was just another former soldier, retired, of little interest to their government-appointed bosses.  In fact, he was the bait they hoped would draw out the ICP operatives who they rightly guessed would try to recruit him to their side.

      It was a different pair of agents in the alley.  Easy saw that right off the bat.  If they were mercenaries who had taken down the GU spooks, he would be in serious trouble.  Easy stopped on the sidewalk, near the pale light from a motion-activated security lamp that never seemed to turn off.

      “Hey,” Easy said, loud enough for anyone on the street to hear him.  “Let’s talk.”

      Two shadowy figures came out of the alley.  One was a man with graying hair and a round face.  He looked tired and angry.  The other was a woman: early thirties, dark hair in a tight bun, sharp eyes, attractive features.  She wore casual clothes and a light jacket, with a slight bulge showing on the right side.

      “Who the hell are you?” she asked.

      “Your mark,” Easy replied.  “I guess your friends mentioned that I made contact today.”

      “We aren’t here for you, pal,” the man said.  “So why don’t you just go about your business?”

      “I would, but there are some people here who could spoil your plans,” Easy replied.  “My big brother stepped on some toes playing cards at the resort.  You probably know all about that, but they could ruin your plans.”

      Easy didn’t think the GU agents knew anything about Big Candy, or the trouble he had gotten himself into.  And the truth was, they could care less if Easy’s brothers were taken by mercenaries and chopped into little pieces.  Their only concern was their mission, which was to tail Easy and hope the ICP operatives made a mistake.

      “Why don’t you make it easy on all of us?” the woman said.  “Has the ICP made you an offer?”

      “They came around,” Easy admitted.  “I told them I wasn’t interested.”

      The woman looked at the older man, who grimaced.  It was a clear sign they had missed Easy’s late night jog on the beach and his contact with the IP agent trying to recruit him.

      “If they came around once, they’ll come around again,” the fat man snapped.  “Just forget we’re here, keep your head down, and let us take care of this for you.”

      “You’ll need more people,” Easy said.  “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      He turned on his heel, confident that the conversation had been heard by more than just the Galactic Union spies.  His back tingled as he made his way to the garage.  He kept his head on a swivel, but he knew his back was an easy target.  If the mercenaries still wanted to send a message, killing Easy on the doorstep of the garage would be heard loud and clear.  It was hard not to turn around when he reached the man door, but he forced himself to stay cool.  The door squeaked as it opened.  He stepped into the dark interior, and closed the door behind him, sighing in relief.

      Then he grabbed his rifle and hurried back up to the roof.  If his plan had worked, the mercenaries should be gone.  If it didn’t, he wanted the tactical advantage of high ground.  Either way, he was hoping that whatever mess Big Candy had stepped in would be permanently behind them soon.
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      Mace watched the soldier walk back to the garage.  He had to hand it to the man–he had guts.  There was no doubt in his mind that his people had been spotted.  It was another mistake.  He had waited until dark, and the garage had no security that could be seen from the street, but somehow they had been spotted before they ever got close.

      The government agents were a new wrinkle, one that made Mace hesitate, which was exactly what his adversary was counting on.  Mace’s boss would not like it if he brought attention to the family.  Not Desmond, who was busy prowling the resort for something or someone new to hold his attention.  The kid’s father was their employer, and Franklin Rosenshield was not a forgiving man.  Sooner or later Mace would have to give a report on the incident, and so far there was no good news to report.

      “Pull back,” he grumbled.  “Everyone, pull back.  This situation is too hot.”

      His agents reported in.  They blended into the shadows, slinking away.  The government agents hadn’t spotted them, but Mace had to admit that he hadn’t spotted the spies either.  If his people had gone into the garage to take down Big Candy’s soldier boy and claim their prize, they would have been immediately forced to deal with the authorities.  Mace would never admit that he worked for the Rosenshields or that they were at the garage to enact revenge on young Desmond’s behalf, but not everyone in his crew was as dedicated.  If the authorities pressed hard enough, someone might crack.  They didn’t have incriminating evidence, or even knowledge beyond the fact that they knew Mace ran security and clean-up for Desmond.  Mace was careful to keep his people compartmentalized, and even though all their money was run through a private corporation, it wouldn’t be too difficult to paint the picture.  The government had files on the Rosenshields.  And the politicians might not be able to take the family down, but they would certainly jump at the chance to throw shade via public declarations.  It all led to one inevitable outcome–his death.  Mace didn’t want to die, and certainly not for a stupid mistake.  The soldier had done him a favor, but Mace still had a job to do, and if the youngest McCoy got in the way of that, there was only one acceptable outcome.

      “Are we giving up on this?” Kristin asked.

      She was a plain-looking woman, the kind that a person forgot almost as soon as they looked away.  The perfect mole, she had a skill for surveillance and could hold her own in a fight, even though she looked like a middle-aged, overworked woman.  Her partner was Dean, a computer expert, and Kristin’s de facto partner.  They weren’t really lovers, but they played their roles without holding back.

      “You saw what he did,” Mace said.  “What do you think?”

      “He’s good,” Dean said.  “Former RAKE Operator, obviously not just a trigger puller.”

      “We’ve got to come at this from another angle,” Mace said.  “Who’s in town that we can use?”

      “You want someone connected to us?” Dean asked.

      “No,” Mace said.  “Someone completely independent.”

      “A fixer or a closer?” Kristin asked.

      “A closer.  I want a lid on this ASAP.”

      “Gustav is on world,” Kristin said.  “He’s not cheap, but he could do something in the garage.”

      “Go contact him,” Mace said.  “These guys aren’t planning on being around long.  I want to know they are neutralized before the kid decides he wants to go play somewhere else.”

      “On it,” Kristin said.

      “How do you want to pay for it?” Dean asked.

      “Route it through Security Consultants, LLC, whatever he wants.”

      “Copy that, boss,” Dean said.

      He and Kristin disappeared into the darkness, leaving Mace staring at the garage.  It looked just like every other building on the block.  Just a boring row of corrugated metal workshops.  They could have anything inside, but Dean had done some digging.  The men with Big Candy were his brothers.  One was a pilot, and they had just spent a small fortune on a quad engine that could only be for a space yacht.  Mace licked his lips, wishing he could get a glance inside.  There weren’t many people in the galaxy that could surprise him twice, and Big Candy’s younger brother had done just that.  It made Mace wonder if he was getting soft.  He was only forty-two years old, but he had come close to making trouble for his employer, and that meant he had come close to signing his own death warrant.

      That could never happen again.  Whatever the gambler had going with his brothers, Mace planned to put a permanent stop to it.  He turned and started back through the darkened streets.  There was nothing left to do but wait and see what happened when Gustav finished with them.  But there was always a chance that a pro missed, and Mace decided he would need to hedge his bets.  He pulled his iLink from his pocket and dialed a number.  It rang once and was immediately answered.

      “Yeah, boss?” Dean said.

      “Let’s put a tracker on whatever they’re putting together in that garage,” he said.

      “Okay, but it won’t be very useful once Gustav is done,” Dean said.

      “Yeah, but let’s just make sure.  I want a back-up plan.  Pay one of the mechanics.  Don’t tell Gustav, he’ll just get angry.”

      “Roger that, I’ll take care of it,” Dean said.

      “Good man,” Mace replied before ending the connection.

      He slipped his iLink back into a pocket of his jacket and breathed a little easier.  He might not get to see the mark taken down with his own eyes, but he felt certain that he had covered all his bases.  One way or another, the McCoys would be handled.  He could return to his posh hotel room and see what new trouble Desmond Rosenshield had gotten himself into.
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      The next day the mechanic supervisor and his team of wrench spinners went over all four engines while a team of electric specialists started installing the wiring.  Hutch could hardly wait to get the system all hooked up.  He had been pleasantly surprised by the ship’s onboard computer, and he liked the fact that everything was running smoothly.  All the ship systems were in the green.  The only thing they lacked was proper electrical shielding.

      Kitt had purchased the fuel for the ship, and Hutch had ordered a shield kit.  It was an electric projector system that would create a bubble of electric energy around the vessel in hard vacuum.  It had cost him all his savings to get a shield kit capable of deflecting laser fire, and he hoped they never needed it, but he wanted a little added insurance just in case running the blockade into contested space was tougher than expected.

      The tradeoff for spending all his money on a beefier shield kit was that he was left to install it himself.  One projector on the upper hull, one on the lower section.  Fortunately, the Saturday Night Fever had mounts already built in.  The old deflection screens were still usable, but the technology had advanced rapidly over the years, which enabled ship designers to use thinner, lighter alloys in their airframes.  The new shield projectors would do a better job of protecting the ship and had full spectrum computer interfacing that would allow Hutch to know what was coming in contact with the ship, and not just move the shields around, but to actually reverse the electromagnetic field and push metallic objects away from the ship before they hit the screens.  It was an electrical engineer’s toy, really, but would add some value to the Fever both monetarily and functionally.

      Hutch met all the guys running the electrical wiring for the engines.  They were a friendly bunch and hard-working.  Big Candy didn’t like having just anyone on his ship.  There were times when Hutch thought the gambler didn’t want his brothers on board, but it wasn’t something they could avoid.  It was a long day of work, but the mechanics declared the engines ready, and the electricians only needed one more day to finish wiring everything up.

      It was late in the day when Hutch bumped into a member of the electrical team he didn’t recognize.  The man had a thick mustache and thinning hair slicked over his head from one side to the other.  In one hand the man carried a tool box, in the other a soldering iron.  The strange thing wasn’t his appearance or the equipment he carried–it was that he was coming from the maintenance section where the tanks for oxygen, water, and hydrogen were located.

      “What’s going on?” Hutch said casually.  “You lost?”

      “Oh, no,” the man said with a smile, revealing stained teeth.  “I needed to check the hull’s grounding connection before we start connecting the engines to your ship’s systems.  It’s standard procedure.”

      “Yeah, I thought Anderson’s guys already checked it,” Hutch said, feeling like something was out of the ordinary.

      The balding electrician seemed nice enough, but Hutch wasn’t fully convinced the man was telling him the truth.

      “They did, but I always double check.”

      He set down the tool box and held up his hand.  Three of his fingers ended at the first knuckle.  Hutch felt a tingle go through his body at the sight of the missing digits.  He couldn’t imagine what it must have felt like to lose fingers, and he didn’t want to find out.

      “I touched a live wire once,” the man explained.  “I won't make that mistake again.  I always double check.”

      “Can’t say I blame you,” Hutch said, scooting over and letting the man pass by through the narrow corridor.”

      “You have a fine ship,” the electrician said.  “And very nice engines.  I am a little jealous.”

      “We’re proud of her,” Hutch said.

      “You should be.  Goodbye, sir.”

      Hutch watched the man leave.  Then he went back to work on his project without giving the odd man another thought.

      Two hours later he was done.  He found his brothers enjoying a meal in the galley.  Kitt had gone out again and brought back a feast of fried pork noodles and dozens of egg rolls.

      “The shields are installed,” Hutch said.  “The system is updating now.  As soon as the electricians finish tomorrow, we are good to go.”

      “I never thought she’d be ready so fast,” Kitt said.

      “A week from now we’ll all be complaining that we should have stayed longer,” Big Candy said.  “We won’t get meals like this in space.”

      “Food is fuel,” Easy said from his barstool.

      “Spoken like a true renaissance man as he scarfs down an egg roll in each hand,” Big Candy declared.

      “When can we test the shielding?” Kitt asked.

      “As soon as we make orbit.  The gravity on Esbe Four will make the electromagnetic projectors warp.  It’s best if we wait until we’re in zero gravity.”

      “So just one last night here,” Kitt said.

      “Then we’re off to make our dreams come true,” Hutch said as he scooped up a bowlful of noodles from the open container.

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” Big Candy said.  “Keep in mind we’re going to an unstable system, to do hard labor in hard vacuum.  Even if we can get past the blockade and through the Fanning Belt, we’ll probably all die in the process of mining.”

      “That brings up an issue,” Easy said.  “I’ve got a list of what we need for the spacesuits.  It’s mostly just new seam seals, but I don’t think they make a suit big enough for someone.”

      “Oh, nice, go ahead with the fat jokes,” Big Candy said.

      “It’s not your belly that’s the problem,” Easy said.  “We could get one custom made, but you’re not a standard size.  It will cost a lot and take some time.”

      “We need someone on the ship at all times,” Kitt said.  “Big Candy will just have to earn his keep manning the bridge and keep an eye on the safety systems.”

      “How does he always get the cushy jobs?” Hutch said.

      “Hey!  I provided the ship that will be our home for who knows how long while the three of you pretend to be miners,” Big Candy said.  “That’s more than any of you have contributed.”

      “We didn’t bring as much money to the project but we spent our lives learning the skills needed to pull this job off,” Kitt said.

      “Yeah, what he said,” Hutch echoed.

      “Who’s up for a game of pool?” Easy said.  “I’ve got time before it gets dark out.”

      “Are you really going to sit up on the roof all night again?” Big Candy asked.

      “Not if you’re volunteering,” Easy replied.

      “I would, but I’m putting in a grocery order before we head out.  There’s no sense leaving all the finer things behind.”

      “I’ll schedule a truck to haul the Fever to the launch pad,” Kitt said.  “Oh, by the way, I got us registered.”

      “You didn’t use my name, did you?” Big Candy asked.

      “Actually, do you remember dad’s business?” Kitt said, raising his eyebrows.

      “McCoy Manufacturing,” Hutch said.  “Only I don’t think dad ever manufactured anything.”

      “He didn’t,” Kitt said, “but he left it to us when he died.  And someone’s been paying the yearly registration fees.”

      Kitt and Hutch looked at Easy, who shrugged.

      “You have to be kidding me,” Big Candy declared.

      “You’re a sentimental fool,” Hutch added.

      “It wasn’t much,” Easy said.  “And it seemed wrong to let it go.”

      “Well, I’m glad you didn’t,” Kitt said.  “The Saturday Night Fever is officially registered as belonging to McCoy Manufacturing, LLC.”

      “Somewhere he’s smiling,” Hutch said.

      They all fell silent, thinking of their father, dreaming of fulfilling what had to be Eustace McCoy’s wildest fantasy, but not knowing there was a bomb in the bottom of their ship.
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      “I just got word,” Kristin said.  “Gustav completed his gig.  I’m going to get the detonator from him now.”

      They were back in the penthouse suite.  Desmond had partied all night and part of the day with a group of sycophants who joined him in his debauchery as long as he was paying.  Since then, the young man was sleeping off his libations and the stimulants he had ordered Mace to track down for him.  Maids had worked in the suite all afternoon, and when Desmond woke up in the morning he would find his little world all set right again, as nothing had happened.  Not that he would remember much about it anyway.

      “That’s good,” Dean said, typing away on his encrypted computer that looked like a beefier version of the one that Easy had been left with on the cargo ship.  “They’ve registered a ship and just posted flight plans.”

      “What kind of ship?” Iris asked.

      “It’s…an Endurance class vessel.” He chuckled as he continued reading the registry.  “They call it the Saturday Night Fever.”

      “Sounds like my kind of ship,” Jasmin said as she sharpened one of her many knives.

      “When are they leaving?” Mace said.  “I want a tracker on that rig.”

      “Tomorrow afternoon,” Dean said.

      “I can blow it tonight,” Kristin said.  “No need to get a tracker on board.”

      “No,” Mace said.  “If she blows on the ground there will be an investigation and evidence left behind.  It’s better to do it in space.  It will look like an accident, and once the debris is burned up on re-entry no one will care.”

      “So we wait,” Iris said.  “A few more hours won’t hurt.”

      “Get the detonator,” Mace ordered.

      Kristin left, Dean returned his attention to his computer, and Iris struck up a conversation with Jasmin, leaving Mace to his own thoughts.  He went to the big window that overlooked the beach and out to sea.  The penthouse was on the seaward side of the island, with a view of the open water as far as the eye could see.  At night, it was very dark, but Mace could see a few ships with running lights in the distance.

      Soon, his embarrassing debacle with the gambler and his brothers would be over, just a blip on an otherwise brilliant career.  He would be able to report to Franklin Rosenshield exactly how they had carried out Desmond’s order.  He wouldn’t mention the first failed attempts of course, no need to muddy the water.  The deed was in motion, and Mace had no reason to believe that Gustav, a man with a stellar reputation when it came to designing, planting, and detonating explosives, would fail at the task.  But a thorough man never put all his eggs in one basket.  There was still time to make sure that if the four men on their absurdly named ship managed to foil his attempt to blow them up, that he would have the means of tracking through space.

      Mace had a long memory and the resources to make sure anyone who crossed him would regret it.

      The following morning, as Mace sipped coffee and read the latest news on his PCL, a message came through.  It beeped on the device, then flashed onto the screen.  Kristin had been tasked with finding one of the electricians who would be working on the Saturday Night Fever.  Money was offered in exchange for the man placing a tracking device on the ship.  It was a simple request.  The tracker was the size of a man’s fist and only needed access to the ship’s power to produce a signal that would be picked up by network and navigational buoys in deep space.  Unless the ship left the galaxy, Mace would be able to find it.

      When Desmond woke up, he was sick.  Iris and Jasmin sat with him, keeping the spoiled scion comfortable.  In the meantime, Mace caught a shuttle up to the space station.  He went to the observation deck and sipped more coffee while he watched the ships coming and going from orbit.  Dean had been sent to watch the launch of the ship, and he would send word when it was headed to orbit, along with pictures of the vessel.

      Mace went to one of the restaurants on the station, requested a table with a view of the planet, and ordered lunch.  Once his meal came, he ate while he periodically checked both his PCL and the tracking device that showed the Saturday Night Fever still on the ground.  He didn’t know what the four men on board were waiting for, but he was a patient man.  He would wait as long as it took for his quarry to come into range, then he would blow their ship to bits and order his dessert.
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      When the night passed with no sign of the mercenaries, Easy began to get nervous.  The pair of GU spies were still in their alley, but otherwise the street was deserted all night long.  He went back down into the garage just before dawn and went to bed, but he couldn’t sleep.

      Eventually he got up and began wandering through the ship.  The cockpit was busy, as was the engineering space.  Kitt and Hutch were working with the electricians to make sure the engines were properly wired up to the ship’s computers and controls.  They were down to the finishing touches, and the towing service would arrive soon.

      “You look terrible,” Big Candy said.  He was sitting at the bar in the galley, sipping coffee and playing a game of solitaire with actual cards.

      “You know you can play that on your PCL,” Easy said, holding up his iLink.

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Big Candy said.  “Why simulate something when you can have the real thing?”

      Easy could think of plenty of reasons why the computer version of the game was better.  It was faster, took less space, was easier to keep track of, and required less effort from the player, but he didn’t want to argue the point.  All he really wanted was some caffeine.

      “Is there enough coffee?” Easy asked.

      Big Candy nodded.  “I brewed a pot.  Help yourself.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Why aren’t you sleeping?  The electricians making too much noise?”

      “No,” Easy said.  “Just antsy I guess.”

      “Yeah, I’ve got misgivings myself.  I’m wondering why I ever agreed to this cockamamie idea in the first place.”

      Easy sipped the hot coffee.  It was almost too hot, right on the threshold between pleasure from the taste and pain from the heat.  But it seemed to bring his senses to life and clear the cobwebs from his mind.

      “It’s a bit too much like an actual job for me,” Big Candy continued.  “I’m not too keen to start putting in hard labor.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Easy said, but he felt the sense of dread again.

      He couldn’t identify why.  It wasn’t because he was opposed to hard work.  In fact, he prided himself on working harder than other people, whether it was in the gym, the shooting range, or at a task he set for himself.  He wasn’t dreading the work, or the flight, or even the dangers of what they were about to do.  It was something else.  The closest he could come to describing it was that he felt like he had forgotten something.

      Perhaps, he decided that his gamble of talking to the GU agents in front of the mercenaries had simply worked better than he imagined.  If their beef with Big Candy was merely about saving face, maybe they just decided that the McCoys weren’t worth the trouble and had moved on.  Could it be that what he was feeling was the absence of threat?  The coffee was strong and helped him focus, but he still couldn’t quite put his finger on the problem.

      Two hours later the ship was declared ready to fly.  The electricians left, and the towing company arrived.  For the first time in years the Saturday Night Fever was taken out of the garage into the sunlight.

      The Saturday Night Fever was an older ship and still had her original paint job.  There was some patina on the hull, turning the maroon into a more dull red.  The chrome could use some polish, but the ship’s design was classic.  Easy and his brothers followed the towing service, which put the vessel on a dozen heavy cargo repulser lifts so that the ship floated to the launch port.

      After a quick lunch, the brothers got on board.  There were seats for all of them in the cockpit.  Big Candy had even removed one of the crew seats and replaced it with an oversized captain's chair for himself.  Hutch was at the engineering console, keeping track of all the ship’s systems.  Easy was at the communications console, although he didn’t have much to do but sit and watch.

      Kitt was in the pilot’s seat and had control of the aircraft.  He was busy getting clearance from flight control and counting down toward their launch.

      “Hutch, are we ready to fire up the fusion reactor?” Kitt asked.

      “She’s almost there,” Hutch replied.  “Eighty-five percent and climbing.”

      A few minutes later the reactor engaged, and the ship was ready.  The sense of impending doom seemed to grow stronger.  Easy didn’t know what was wrong, but something was definitely not right.

      “Let’s fire up these engines,” Kitt said.  “I want to hear them.”

      “So do I,” Big Candy said.

      The interior of the ship was quiet, other than his brother’s voices, until the engines growled to life.  They started low, at almost a rumble and growing in pitch as the ship lifted off the ground.  The Fever rose up smoothly.  Kitt was an experienced pilot, and flying the ship was his expertise.  He took the vessel straight up for five hundred meters, then he moved her forward.

      “She flies like a dream,” Kitt said.

      “I never doubted it,” Big Candy said.

      Easy detected a note of relief in the big man’s voice.  He loved the ship, and while they had gone over everything from the life support systems to the integrity of the vessel’s air frame, he had still been worried that she might not still fly, or worse, crack apart under the pressure once she was launched.

      Kitt took them on a long, looping circle over the ocean, past the resort.  Everything looked beautiful from the air, even the dingy city where they had grown up.  Easy missed his father, but he was glad to leave Esbe Four behind.  He wasn’t the type to get caught up in the past.  As a soldier he had learned the value of learning from mistakes, and the danger of constantly reliving them.  It was better to keep moving forward, but he still felt uneasy.

      “All systems are in the green,” Hutch said.  “The hull is handling the stress just fine.  How are the controls?”

      “Responsive and tight,” Kitt said.  “I’m only at eighteen percent power.  The quads are more than enough to get us to orbit.”

      “Reactor is doing great.  This old girl is doing just fine,” Hutch said.

      “She’s not old,” Big Candy said.  “She’s in her prime.”

      “Well, I’m ready to take her up into low orbit.  We’ll do a systems check and run diagnostics before pushing to the jump point,” Kitt said.  “We’ve got smooth air ahead.  It should be an easy ride.”

      It was a perfect first flight.  They made orbit in just under half an hour, coming into space on the far side of the planet from the space station.  Kitt and Hutch went to work checking all the systems.  And Easy, feeling a rising sense of fear, asked what he could do. Just sitting in the cockpit was a nice change from being in a jump seat in the rear of the vessel waiting for the chance to deploy, and never knowing what was happening outside the ship’s hull, but he couldn’t sit still any longer.  He was so antsy that he felt he might just crawl out of his own skin.  If things didn’t improve, he would need to get some type of sedative from Big Candy.

      “What can I do to help?” Easy asked.

      “Stay out of the way,” Big Candy replied.  “It works for me.”

      “We’ll do a visual check of all the systems,” Hutch told him.  “We start down in the maintenance space below decks, make sure all the tanks down there are holding steady.”

      “Yes, that’s important,” Big Candy said.  “Your top priority is to make sure the bilge isn’t leaking.”

      Easy ignored his eldest brother and followed Hutch down to the lower deck.  Kitt stayed at the controls, running system checks via the ship’s computer system.  Hutch, meanwhile, wanted to look at everything.  They started down in the maintenance space where the ship’s pumps, batteries, and the various tanks filled with gasses were kept.  It was tight.  Both men had to hunch over just to get inside the narrow space.  There was nothing on the floor, no sign of leakage.  Hutch checked the readings on the batteries.  They were the ship’s back-up power.

      “The reactor’s doing its job,” he said.  “Reserve power is at one hundred percent.”

      “What should I be looking for?” Easy said.

      “Anything that looks out of place,” Hutch said.  “Loose wires, liquid dripping, or the sound of pressurized gas esca—what the hell?”

      “What?” Easy asked.

      “That!” Hutch said, pointing to the narrow space between two of the tanks.

      One was marked with red letters that said OXYGEN; the other had orange letters that said HYDROGEN.  Easy couldn’t see between them.  He squeezed in front of his brother, who pressed his back against a water pump to give Easy room.  When he leaned in and looked, his heart jumped inside his chest.  Easy knew exactly what he was looking at.

      “Hutch, get me something to cool that down,” he said.  “We need to get it as cold as we can.”

      “I’ve got a can of compressed air for putting out fires,” Hutch said, shifting past Easy and pulling open an emergency compartment.  “It won’t freeze the metal, but it’ll be cold.”

      “Give it to me,” Easy said, leaning in close.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s a bomb,” Easy said calmly, his training and experience kicking in.

      “A what?”

      “Stay calm, Hutch.  Give me the canister.”

      “Who the hell put a bo—oh wait,” Hutch said.  “I know who it was.  That bald bastard who was down here.  I know something wasn’t right.”

      “Big Candy’s friends paid someone to plant it,” Easy said, taking the canister of compressed air.  “I thought they gave up, but they managed a run-around.”

      “Should we tell the others?  Maybe take the ship back down.”

      “No,” Easy said.  “They can’t help.  There’s no room to maneuver down here.”

      “But we should get into space suits an—”

      “There’s no time,” Easy said.  “This is a Naspram gel, mixed with clay.  It’s a military grade explosive, Hutch.  If it goes off, there won’t be anything left of the ship, or us.  Spacesuits won’t help.”

      “My God,” he said.  “What do we do?”

      “It’s got a remote detonator,” Easy said.  “They didn’t want to blow it while we were on the ground.  Too much collateral damage, and no certainty that they got us all.  I’m guessing they have people in the garage right now making sure we’re all on board.”

      Easy began spraying the explosive.  It looked like a wad of chewing gum someone had stuck to the underside of a table.  There was a single stainless steel rod inserted in the mass.  It was both an antenna that would receive the signal from the detonator and the activator that would fire the explosive.  Moving the pin would most likely trigger the blast.  If he could get the clay cold enough, it would harden like ceramic and turn loose from the hydrogen tank it was attached to.  The mass was large, two fists worth of clay and Naspram, enough to vaporize the ship even if it wasn’t right on a tank of highly flammable hydrogen.

      “Can you do something?” Hutch asked.

      “Maybe,” Easy said.  “If it doesn’t blow when I move it, we’ll need to get it off the ship fast.”

      “There’s a chute for trash.  We can put it in there and open the outer hatch.  It will get sucked right out.”

      “Good.  You know where that is?” Easy asked, as he finished spraying the cold, compressed air onto the explosive, which had turned grayish white.

      “Yeah,” Hutch replied.

      “Lead the way,” Easy said.

      He felt his hand trembling as he reached out and took hold of the explosive.  It felt like a block of ice in his hand and popped off the hydrogen tank easily.  The first hurdle was clear, but they still needed to get it off the ship before someone pressed a button and turned them all into atoms.

      “I’m going to kill Big Candy,” Hutch said.

      “If we live that long,” Easy said, moving slowly to ensure he didn’t bump into anything.

      Hutch led the way from the maintenance space to the small airlock for their trash.  Normally the garbage would be collected, compacted, and then put in the airlock to be jettisoned into space.  Instead, they carefully set the explosive inside and closed the locker-sized compartment.  There was a button near the door, and Hutch pushed it.  Easy heard a short rush of air, then silence.

      “It’s out,” Hutch said, pressing the button again to cycle the trash lock closed.  He slumped against the wall.  “How close did we just come to dying?”

      “Too damn close,” Easy said.  “The blast could still get us.”

      He ran back up to the cockpit.  The Saturday Night Fever was coming around the planet.  The space station that served as the transit point between interstellar ships and shuttles that carried passengers and cargo down to the planet was in full view as Easy stepped onto the bridge.

      “What did you cycle the trash dump for?” Kitt asked.

      “There was a—” Hutch shouted, but he was cut off when the explosion flashed behind the ship.

      “What the hell was that?” Kitt asked.

      “Ask Candy,” Hutch snarled, getting in the big man’s face.  “That was meant for us, you stupid son-of-a—”

      “Hutch!” Easy said, pulling Hutch away from Big Candy, who looked stunned.  “There might be more.”

      “More what?” Kitt demanded.  “What the hell are you two talking about?”

      “Someone planted a bomb on the ship,” Hutch thundered, shaking his finger at Big Candy.  “And it’s all his fault.”
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      Mace was furious.  From his perch at a table by the window, he had seen the ship coming around the planet.  The old-style vessel was unmistakable, even from a distance.  He had set his napkin down, picked up the remote detonator, flicked back the cover with his thumb, and depressed the little plunger.  The ship should have flashed out of existence, but instead there was an explosion behind the ship.

      Rage welled up in Mace.  He was an even-keeled person and always prepared for things to go wrong, as they often did in his line of work.  The gambler’s ship not blowing up wasn’t even completely unexpected.  And he had the tracker on board, but from the explosion being so near to the old ship, the crew had to have just jettisoned the bomb.  How did they find it?  And how were they able to get it off the ship without it exploding?  He knew that Easy McCoy was a former RAKE Operator.  Part of RAKE training was handling explosives in a variety of settings.

      It took him a few moments to calm down, and when he finally did he realized he had been pressing his fork so hard into his thigh that he’d punctured his pants and the skin beneath.  When he looked down at his slacks, he could see a dark stain.  He pulled the fork free.  The wound wasn’t deep or serious, just a superficial wound, but it might draw attention.  He put the fork back on the tabletop and pressed his cloth napkin against it.

      Mace wanted answers, but they would have to wait.  His first priority was keeping Desmond Rosenshield safe, and that was not always an easy task.  His second priority was keeping the kid happy, and that was an even bigger job.  But Desmond wasn’t difficult to manipulate.  Once he was back at the resort he would get his answers and start working on a plan to cut off the gambler and his brothers.  He had been content to kill them quickly, but they had made him angry, and now he was determined to make them pay for the aggravation they were causing him.  He would find them, catch them, and make sure they knew who was killing them and why.  Then he would take his time doing the deed and ensure that they felt everything he did.  He would do the soldier last, make him watch his brothers die one by one.  And then he would kill the RAKE Operator too.  It was personal.

      He slipped the remote detonator back into his pocket and took out the tracker.  It looked like a PCL but had only one function.  He activated the unit, which took a few minutes to sync to the tracker on the ship, then he got up and went to the bathroom.  Once he was sure the wound on his leg had stopped bleeding, he left the restaurant and stopped at a kiosk selling satchels, handbags, purses, and backpacks.  He bought an old-fashioned mail pouch on a long strap, which went over his head and one shoulder and hung down over the stain on his thigh.

      The gambler had ruined his plan to have a fancy dessert and bask in the accomplishment of seeing the four brothers vaporized.  So he bought a coffee and headed for the flight desk to catch a shuttle back down to the resort.  Once he had secured his ride, he went to a large observation window while he waited to board the shuttle.  The Saturday Night Fever had broken orbit and was making its way toward the standard jump point.  Mace checked the tracking unit.  It had a good lock on the old ship.  And there were plenty of satellites that would pick up the tracker on the ship, too.  He would know where they were going, and soon he would be right on their heels.  They might have a head start, but he wouldn’t give up the chase, not ever.

      A voice over the area’s intercom called for first class passengers to board the shuttle.  He tossed what remained of his coffee and headed for the gate that led to the shuttle.  Soon, he thought, glancing back at the little ship.  It was just a glint of light in the distance by that point, but its smooth curves and retro design was burned into Mace’s memory.  He would focus on it until the men inside were dead, then he would see to it that their ship was destroyed too.  That thought made him feel like smiling, but the emotion never crossed his face.  He was too disciplined to reveal anything that an enemy might notice and take advantage of.  That was the height of his resolve.  The gambler and his brothers had chosen the wrong man to cross.  They had no idea just how dangerous Mace truly was.  People rarely did until it was too late.
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      “Nothing,” Hutch said.  “We’ve looked everywhere.”

      “We can do a more thorough search once we reach Trajan Station,” Kitt said.

      “If we reach Trajan Station,” Big Candy said.

      They were back on the bridge of the Fever, which was cruising on auto pilot toward the jump point.  Hutch was angry and frightened.  It was hard to wrap his mind around the fact that if Easy hadn’t known what to do, they would have all been killed.  Their lives would have ended suddenly and without warning.  It made him feel shaky inside to think about it.

      “What the hell did you do to make someone mad enough to kill us all?” Hutch said, leveling his anger at Big Candy.

      “Nothing,” Big said.  “I beat the kid in a game, but I didn’t gloat and I certainly didn’t do anything to make him bet so much.”

      “You must have made an impression,” Kitt said, trying to stay calm, but the explosion had been recorded by the ship’s rear-angle cameras.  It was a serious bomb and would have completely destroyed the ship.  “They aren’t playing around.”

      “Look,” Big tried to explain.  “In my line of work there are risks, sure.  Not everyone likes to lose.  I certainly don’t.  But you don’t kill people for losing at cards.  And yes, the kid lost a significant amount of credits, but he said himself that he spends more than he lost on a haircut.  The Rosenshield family is worth trillions.  Even if they keep the kid on a short leash, it wasn’t enough of a loss to make this kind of heat.”

      “Are we sure it was Big they were after?” Kitt said.  “You said someone attacked you on the cargo ship, Easy.”

      “True, but that was different,” Easy replied.  “It was a lone assailant.  He was sloppy.  This was a highly technical explosive.  And getting it on our ship was not easy.”

      “The bald man,” Kitt said, turning back to Hutch.

      “Had to be him,” Hutch insisted.  “No one else was working down in that maintenance area.  But he seemed legit.  I had a bad feeling until he started talking.  He was just an average guy with a comb-over.”

      “It was a persona,” Easy said.  “A con job by a professional.  I doubt any of us would have caught on.”

      “We’re lucky you were being thorough,” Big Candy said, licking his thick lips nervously.

      “A military grade explosive would be hard to come by,” Kitt said.  “And certainly not cheap.  We’ve made an enemy and we should find out who it is.”

      “The ICP agents maybe?” Big suggested.

      “They would certainly have access to that kind of munition,” Easy said.  “But I can’t imagine why they would risk so much.  How do they benefit from killing us?”

      “Maybe they were trying to send a message,” Big said.  “Join us or die.”

      “That’s a stretch,” Hutch replied.  “We know there were people after you, Big.  At the resort and outside the garage.  It had to be you.”

      “Why would anyone want to kill me?” Big said.

      Kitt settled back in the pilot’s seat and began checking their flight path.  It was clear all the way to the jump point.  The engines were humming along perfectly, the reactor too.  The ship was cruising just fine without him at the moment, and he couldn’t help but appreciate how easy the Fever was to fly.

      “Maybe it wasn’t the Rosenshields,” Easy said.  “Maybe you made someone else mad.”

      “Who do you owe money to?” Hutch said, pointing his finger at his older brother again.

      “Stop pointing at me,” Big snapped.  “I’m not too old to whip your—”

      “Hey!” Kitt shouted.  “We’re not getting anywhere fighting one another.  We need to work together here and figure out our next move.”

      “Get off the grid,” Easy said.  “We get what we need at Trajan Station, then make the jump to contested space.”

      “He’s right,” Hutch said.  “Out of sight and out of mind.”

      “If we can slip past the blockade without raising too big a fuss, we should be safe for a while,” Easy said.

      “Maybe things will cool down before we pop back up in civilized space,” Kitt said.  “That’s a good idea.”

      “How long will it take to reach Trajan Station?” Big Candy asked.

      “We’re an hour from the jump point,” Kitt said, checking the navigation computer.  “The Timgad system is five hours in hyperspace, then probably a couple of hours of retro burn before we reach the space station.”

      “Kitt, you and I should do a thorough search of the ship once we’re in dock,” Hutch said.

      “Agreed,” Kitt replied.

      “I’ll get what we need for the spacesuits,” Easy said.

      “What do I do?” Big Candy asked.

      “I’m assuming you have contacts on Trajan Station?” Kitt asked.

      “Sure, I know some people,” Big said.

      “Then you talk to them and find out what’s going on,” Hutch said.  “Find out who wants to kill you bad enough to kill us in the process.”

      “Be discreet, but if you could at least put some feelers out,” Kitt added.  “It would really help us to know who’s out to hurt you.”

      “Yeah, alright.  I can do that,” Big Candy said.

      “Alright, do whatever you need to do before we make the jump to hyperspace,” Kitt said.  “Then get back up here.  I want everyone on the bridge when we take the ship FTL.”

      “You think these new engines will make Faster Than Light speed, Kitt?” Hutch asked.

      “They certainly have the power,” Kitt said.  “But if there’s a problem we’ll have to turn around and go back to Esbe Four.  And if someone got on board to plant that bomb…”

      He didn’t have to finish spelling out the possibility that whoever planted the bomb could have sabotaged the engines too.  Hutch felt like his insides had turned to water.  He couldn’t believe they were in so much danger.  It was hard not to be mad at Big Candy, and he felt like it was bad luck to start their adventure by almost dying.

      After taking one more pass through the spare cabins, they returned to the cockpit and took their seats.  Hutch checked all the ship’s systems.  They hadn’t powered on the O2 converter yet, but life support showed plenty of air on board.  The ventilation system was working; the excess heat from the fusion reactor was being used to warm the ship.  The artificial gravity system was operating just as it should.  Nothing seemed to be using too much power.  The shield projectors were creating an energy bubble around the ship to protect them from space debris, as intended.  And the hull of the ship seemed to be perfect despite the stresses of space travel.

      There was nothing to worry about, and yet, he couldn’t shake the fear that something bad was going to happen.

      “Five minutes to transition,” Kitt said.  “Better secure your seats before I make the jump to hyperspace.”

      “Or we could go back,” Big Candy said.

      “So that those people can take another stab at killing us?” Hutch said incredulously.

      “No,” Big Candy said.  “There are other cities on Esbe Four.  We can go to the authorities.”

      “With what?” Easy asked.  “The evidence was vaporized.”

      “But orbital control had to have logged that explosion,” Big Candy said.

      “It won’t matter,” Kitt chimed in.  “The police can’t protect us when we don’t even know for sure who is trying to kill us.”

      “Or why,” Hutch added.

      “What if there’s another bomb on the ship?” Big Candy said.  “What if it goes off when we make the jump to hyperspace?”

      “It’s less of a risk than going back,” Easy said.

      “We checked everything,” Kitt said.  “There are no more bombs on the ship.  Besides, why waste a bomb?  The only reason the first one didn’t kill us is because Easy knew what to do with it.”

      “But why wait to set it off?” Candy asked.  “Why not just blast us to atoms as soon as they got it on the ship?”

      “A bomb like that would have leveled half the block,” Easy said.

      “And that would have brought in every law enforcement agency on the planet,” Kitt pointed out.  “Much too risky.  But ships blow up trying to make orbit all the time.”

      “Now he tells us,” Hutch tried to joke.

      “It’s true,” Kitt said.  “They blow us up while we’re in orbit, and it gets chalked up to a defect with the ship.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with this ship,” Big Candy said.

      “But it’s old,” Hutch pointed out.

      “It’s a classic that has been very well maintained.  Endurance class.  She’ll outlast us all.”

      “That may be true, Kitt said.  “But it doesn’t really matter.  The point is, they waited to cover their tracks.”

      “It had a remote detonator,” Easy said.  “Someone was probably on the space station waiting for us to come into view.”

      “Alright, make the jump to hyperspace,” Big Candy said.  “You’ve convinced me.”

      “Good,” Kitt said.  “Ten seconds to transition.”

      Hutch reached down and checked the safety harness that held him to the chair.  Normally transitions to Faster Than Light speeds were smooth, just a simple momentary feeling of weightlessness, followed by a sudden pull as everything returned to normal.  He held onto the armrests of his seat and pressed his head against the cushion.

      “Here we go,” Kitt announced, sliding the throttles all the way to their stops.

      Hutch didn’t feel anything.  There was no sense of motion at all.  The stars just started moving past the ship.  He looked at his computer screen.  Everything was still in the green.

      “We’re locked on course,” Kitt said.  “Those new engines are working perfectly.  We’ll be in the Timgad system in just under five hours.”

      Hutch reached out a finger and tapped the icon for the oxygen converter.  It used a small amount of water, splitting the atoms into hydrogen and oxygen gas that refilled the ship’s tanks.  The converter could also be reversed and turn the gas into water vapor, which would refill the ship’s supply of liquid water.  It made resupply easier, depending on what was available.  He activated the system just to make sure it wasn’t booby-trapped.  The converter powered on and began working just as it was designed.  Everything on the ship was working perfectly.

      “What now?” Big Candy asked.

      “Now we do whatever we want,” Kitt said.

      “I’m going to catch some sleep,” Easy said.  “I’ll be back before we reach Timgad.”

      “Well then, I guess I’ll have a drink,” Big Candy said.  “Since we’re officially between systems, there’s no one to complain.”

      “Just don’t get drunk,” Hutch said.  “You’ve got work to do at Trajan Station.”

      “I don’t get drunk,” Big Candy said, as if the idea were ludicrous.  “I have the constitution of a horse.”

      He lifted his big body from his oversized chair and left the bridge.  Hutch looked at Kitt.

      “That was too close,” he said.

      “Tell me exactly what happened,” Kitt said, getting out of the pilot’s seat which was surrounded by controls and moving over to the communications console where Easy normally sat.

      “The kid took charge,” Hutch said.  “Used a can of compressed air to freeze the glob.”

      “The what?”

      “The explosive stuff,” Hutch said.  “It looked like a wad of used chewing gum.  No engineer would ever design anything like that.”

      “Someone did,” Kitt said.

      “Yeah, and if Easy hadn’t gotten it off the ship we’d all be dead.”

      “Maybe he did it,” Kitt suggested.

      Hutch looked at his brother in shock.  The idea of Easy planting a bomb on their ship was the craziest thing he had ever heard in life.  Why would their baby brother do such a thing?

      “Are you out of your mind?” Hutch asked.

      “It’s possible,” Kitt said.  “I don’t want it to be true, but he could have some sort of need for danger.  He said he was attacked leaving the Navy shipyards, but what if he stole that banking computer?  What if the people after us are really after him?  That’s possible too.”

      “He’s our brother,” Hutch said.

      Kitt nodded.  “And I’ll do anything to help him.  I’m just saying, thirty years of being a special forces commando could really mix up the wiring in a person’s brain.  We haven’t lived together for decades, Hutch.  We should keep our eyes on him.”

      “I don’t want to go down that road,” Hutch said.  “He saved our bacon at the resort.  And those goons were after Big Candy.”

      “True,” Kitt said, leaning back in his chair.  “As if this crazy mission wasn’t dangerous enough already.”

      “You regret it?” Hutch asked.

      “No, not really.  But all our money is tied up in this venture.  If it doesn’t pan out we’ll have to sell the ship, and there’s no guarantee we could get enough for her to pay everyone back.”

      “I spent all my savings getting the shield projectors,” Hutch said.  “Cashed out my retirement accounts.”

      “We could all end up being janitors in our old age,” Kitt said.  “Maybe it’s better if we don’t make it.”

      “That’s going too far,” Hutch said.  “When you get dark, you get really dark, man.”

      “Sorry,” Kitt said.  “It’s just nerves.  Maybe I could use a drink too.”

      “Let’s get one.  Alcohol now, coffee later.”

      “Sounds like a good plan.”
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      Trajan Station was a massive, sprawling complex in the Timgad system.  It started as a refueling point, then grew into a gas refinery, and eventually fell out of use when the space lanes shifted.  It was still a good place to resupply, but it was also a well-known haunt for outlaws, smugglers, and unsavory people.  Big Candy fit right in.

      Once they came out of hyperspace they reached the station in just over two hours.  The Saturday Night Fever was the nicest ship Candy had ever flown on, and that was saying something.  He was accustomed to first class travel, but the old Endurance class ship made spaceflight comfortable.  He hadn’t felt the transition to or from hyperspace.  The artificial gravity was consistent throughout the ship, and so was the temperature.  It was everything he had hoped for, with a touch of flair, which was important to Big Candy.  He had a reputation to uphold, after all.

      Once they docked he left the ship with Easy, but the younger man went his own way.  There was a thriving market on Trajan Station.  A person could get almost anything they wanted, from surplus military gear to exotic animals that were illegal to move between worlds.  Big candy skipped the market and went instead to the entertainment district.  Once again, a person could find almost anything they wanted, from food and drink to nefarious entertainment.  Big Candy wasn’t the type that enjoyed perverse pleasures.  Human trafficking was a booming business across the galaxy, but Big Candy was repulsed by the very idea of it.  But gambling drew in all sorts of people, and most didn’t share Big’s principles.

      His first stop was a restaurant.  He knew the owner, who was happy to see him.  Candy had other, more knowledgeable contacts, but he wanted to give them time to find out he was on Trajan Station.  Some people didn’t like being surprised, and Big Candy didn’t need more trouble.

      “Look at you, my friend.  You are a sight for these old eyes,” Bailey Jones said.  “You have arrived at an ideal time.  We just got a shipment of exotic oxtails.”

      The owner and proprietor of the restaurant–it had no name–was a fat man with short hair and a thin mustache that was waxed into rings that curled upward on both sides of his nose.  He wore an old suit, his neck bulging over the collar.  Bailey reached out with his plump hands and shook Big Candy’s hand, then held on.

      “It’s good to see you, Bailey,” Big said.  “I’m famished.”

      “Excellent, what shall I get you?”

      Big candy pulled a wad of universal credit slips from his pocket.  It was against GU law to have physical money.  The government endorsed digital currency only and traced every transaction.  But in back rooms and private deals, hard cash was still in use.  Big peeled off five hundred credit notes and dropped them on the table.

      “Chef’s special,” Big said.

      “Excellent, you are in for a treat,” Bailey said, snatching up the money and tucking it away inside his jacket.  “For you, only the best, my friend.  Let’s start with a drink.”

      “Good, my throat’s dry and dusty.”

      “We change that,” Bailey laughed.  “We make you right again.  Right as rain!”

      The owner left and came back with a bottle of wine.  He poured Big a glass, then a smaller portion for himself as he settled his bulk into a chair.  Big lived up to his name, being large and heavy, but he also had a big frame.  He was taller than most, with broad shoulders and a muscular build that was covered with a thick layer of fat that hid his true strength.  People with an eye for such things noticed how easily he moved.  Most people, like Bailey Jones, waddled, huffed and puffed, sweated and sometimes wheezed when forced into physical activity.  Big Candy was the opposite.  He moved easily, almost gracefully for such a large person.  He reached out, took the glass of wine, and brought it to his nose.

      “Hey, this is nice,” Candy remarked, before taking a sip.

      “We got a case of the good stuff,” Bailey said.  “I’ve been saving a few bottles.  We will enjoy it, no?”

      “Indeed,” Big Candy said.

      The meal consisted of several courses, exotic appetizers, followed by small servings of carefully prepared dishes.  Real vegetables were used, along with delicate cuts of meat and fish.  Over the oxtail Candy finally asked the question he was there to discuss.

      “I ran into trouble on Esbe Four,” Big said.  “Have you heard about it?”

      “I heard you took the Rosenshield kid for two large,” Bailey said with a chuckle.  “Easy money, eh?”

      “Yeah, easy money that had strings attached,” Big said.  “The kid took offense.”

      “So?  He lost.  If he can’t afford it he shouldn’t play.”

      “It’s not about the money,” Big said.  “He sent his security people to square things, only they didn’t count on my brother, former commando in the Navy, being there.”

      “You don’t say?  I haven’t heard this, my friend.”

      “It turned into something,” Big said, after his empty plate was taken away by one server and replaced with a huge slice of pie by another.  “I need to know if there’s a price on my head.”

      “I have heard no such thing,” Bailey said.  “You are one of the good ones.  I would tell you if I knew.”

      “I’ll check around, but if you hear something, drop me a note,” Big said, wiping his mouth before stuffing it with a huge bite of the pie.

      “Of course, of course, it would be my pleasure,” the fat man said.  “You let me know what you hear from your sources.”

      They ended their meal with strong coffee.  Big was the type that could eat for hours, but he rarely had large meals.  He was more of a grazer.  The full meal sat heavy, but he got to his feet and shook hands with his host.  Then he set off to find another friend.

      Oslo Djokovic was a former gambler.  He had turned to hosting games and then to trading illegal goods, from illicit currency to weapons when the opportunities presented themselves.  Candy knew the smuggler from their start in the gambling world.  There was legal gambling, like the games at the resort on Esbe Four, and there was illegal gaming run in underground clubs, where real money traded hands and there was no oversight besides the hosts running the games.  It was a dangerous world where fortunes could be won or lost.  The money was illegal, so a person couldn’t get rich and retire.  The funds had to be cleaned, and that too was illegal.  Yet for most elite gamblers, the real thrill was from the money games in backrooms with no recourse and no limits.

      Big found Oslo in a lounge where the music and lights were low.  Oslo was thin, his pale skin contrasted with the dark hair that was slicked back over his head and hung down to his collar.  Oslo had long fingers, which he kept wrapped around a tumbler of scotch that he never seemed to drink.

      “May I?” Big said as he approached the table.

      “You are welcome always, my friend,” Oslo said.  “How are things?  Good I take it.  You look like you haven’t missed any meals recently.”

      “I was hoping you could tell me,” Big said.

      A young woman, not yet in her twenties, brought Big a tumbler of scotch.  She was wearing a white blouse that left more skin exposed than it covered.  She looked frightened, and Big felt a pang of regret for her.  Young people didn’t go to Trajan Station when they had options.  Most were brought against their will and sold to the highest bidder.  They were traded around until they found a way to escape, or when they were too old or too hurt to be of much value to anyone.

      The dark liquid in his glass was served with a chunk of ice in the shape of a human skull.  Big took the drink, looked at the ice, and then chuckled.

      “Fancy,” he said.

      “We may be outside the registered shipping lanes, but we have our sources,” Oslo said.  “What do you need?  My stock is low at the moment, but I have a ship coming in soon.”

      “I need information,” Big said.  “Have you heard of anyone wanting to kill me?”

      “I’ve heard that people want to kill you after every game,” the smuggler chuckled.  “But no one who is capable of carrying it out.  Who do you think is after you?”

      “I took two large from the Rosenshield kid,” Big said.  “He sent his goons after me in the resort.”

      Oslo frowned.  “Rosenshield, that is not so good,” he said.  “They have the means.”

      “Have you heard anything?”

      “There is no price on your head that I know of,” Oslo said.  “But the Rosenshields wouldn’t farm out a hit, not publicly anyway.  What makes you think they want you dead?”

      “A bomb, planted on my ship,” Big admitted.  “We found it before it went off, but it was there.”

      “I do not deal in explosives,” Oslo said.  “Too volatile.  A bomb goes off and the authorities dig deep.  I doubt the Rosenshields use such methods.”

      “I haven’t pissed anyone else off…recently,” Big said.  “You sure my name isn’t on someone’s shit list?”

      “You are well liked, my friend.  A real character, old school and capable.  Even losing to you is acceptable, and when you lose, well…you do so with grace.  No one wants you dead, Big Candy.”

      “That’s good to know,” Big said.  “But if I wanted to get a message to the Rosenshields, who could do that for me?”

      Oslo thought for a moment as Big took a sip of the whiskey in his glass.  It was cold in his mouth and fire in his throat.  Big preferred a well-mixed cocktail.  Drinking whiskey was too straight to the point, with no frills, no pizzazz.  But he drank what he was given, both to have something to do and to keep from offending his host.

      “Tori Fritz on Columbia has some dealings with them,” Oslo said.  “You know her, I think.”

      “I know Tori,” Big Candy said, pushing aside the painful memories that Tori’s name conjured in his mind.

      “She can help you make contact, but be careful.  They have unlimited resources.”

      “Yeah, I’m aware,” Big Candy said.  “Thanks, Oslo.”

      “There’s a game going on,” Oslo said.  “Down in Sitlik’s dungeon.  Big money, if you’re interested.”

      “I might be,” Big Candy said.  “Do I need an invite?”

      “I’ll pass word along.  You’ll be good,” Oslo said.  “It’s not like there’s many people who can impersonate Big Candy.”

      “I am a unique individual,” Big replied.  “Thank you for your hospitality.  And the information.”

      “No news is free,” Oslo said.  “When I have something, it won’t be free.”

      “You know I’m good for it,” Big said, sliding his glass to the edge of the table and getting to his feet.  “See you around, old friend.”

      “I’m not old, just age therapy reluctant.”

      “You and me both,” Big said as he walked past the young waitress and noticed the bruises on her back.
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      Easy found everything they needed in the market at the center of the station.  It was a big, open plaza with a transparent roof.  Above them Timgad, a red giant star, glowed ominously.  Easy had some paper credits, and some gold and silver coins that he had picked up over the years, but not enough to get the mining equipment.  He would have to get those funds from Big Candy, but he was able to order what they needed.  It was all secondhand, but seemed in good shape.  Easy had used all sorts of power tools in the Navy.  RAKE Operators were given assignments on worlds that were barren rock where the only way to survive was to burrow into the ground.  He got two jackhammers, rock cleats, picks, lifting straps, and one rock crusher that would sift minerals into separate bins.  Quartzite came in various forms.  The most common ore was found in veins that ran through stone.  It had to be ground down and collected as dust that was then reprocessed.  It would no longer be in crystal form nor have the same traits as the larger crystals, but it would still be valuable.

      There were other minerals of value too.  Cobalt, lithium, and vanadium were used in battery production.  Everything from the iLink in his pocket to the back-up batteries on the Fever used a variety of minerals that could be mined and sold.  There was also gold, silver, and platinum, which were worth decent money.  But the real prize was a large developed quartzite crystal.  It could be cut and used to create harmonic generators that produced energy by harnessing the free electrons that were present everywhere.  It was especially useful in space.  A ship with a quartzite power generator never needed fuel, and didn’t have to endure regular maintenance to ensure that the fusion reactor didn’t burn up or crack apart.  The big crystals were rare, usually forming on planetoids where the matter being compressed together by a star’s gravity went through a series of changes depending on the heat and pressure.  What made the planetoid in the center of the Fanning Belt so unique was the fact that the star in the Harpazo system wasn’t strong enough to finish what it started.  The planetoid existed in a permanent state, constantly shifting, with sections cracking apart then being pulled back together.  The quartzite crystals would be created and destroyed, over and over.  Which meant that if a team of miners could find a way through the Belt, they would have access to a never-ending supply of the most valuable mineral in the galaxy.

      And a few intrepid miners had worked their way through the Fanning Belt over the centuries.  It wasn’t an impossible task, just one that took years to complete and cost a small fortune.  Larger mining operations didn’t invest the time and effort because they couldn’t secure their big equipment on a planetoid that was unstable.  And the fact that the Harpazo system was right on the line of contested space was also a factor.  The GU didn’t want the ICP to have access to a source of free power, and the ICP wasn’t willing to give up on the possibility that they could find a way in and harvest the crystals.  So a blockade was formed by large GU ships with gravity generators that kept most small mining interests away.

      The few that ran the blockade and found a way through the Fanning Belt guarded their secrets zealously, often taking the knowledge of their path through the asteroid field to their graves.  Many had been killed when the planetoid they were mining shifted suddenly.  They became part of the matter being reformed over and over again.  It was just another dangerous reality of mining in the Fanning Belt.  A lucky miner made a fortune, while an unlucky one never left the mines ever again.

      Easy spent all his money on new seals and patch kits for the spacesuits on the Fever.  His only other purchase was a small handheld mineral identifier.  It used a small laser that actually read the number of protons and electrons in an atom to determine what a substance was.  It also had a wide array of features that could test matter to determine purity, assess market value, and store information that wouldn’t be on his iLink that could be scanned by the GU’s security division.

      He was on his way back to the ship when a dirty man in a heavy coat called out to him.

      “Hey!  I know you?” the man said.

      He looked like a homeless vagabond, which there seemed to be no shortage of on Trajan Station.  But Easy wasn’t fooled.  The man had all his teeth, and while he looked filthy, his teeth were clean and straight.  Beside him was a woman, not as old or as dirty, but she had the look of a person who was constantly afraid.

      “I don’t think so,” Easy said, not slowing down.

      The man stepped in front of him.  “Yeah, I know you,” the vagabond claimed.  “You’re a soldier boy, and no mistake.”

      “Not any longer.  I’m retired.”

      “You don’t look it,” the homeless man said, pointing at Easy.  “You look like a man with something left to prove.”

      “I’m not.”

      “But you could be,” the man said, lowering his voice.  “I keep my ear to the ground, see.  I know things.”

      “Good for you,” Easy said, trying to go around the man, who clearly wasn’t what he appeared to be.

      “You’re in a bit of trouble,” the vagabond went on.  “Something happened on that fancy ship of yours just above Esbe Four, am I right?”

      Easy froze.  He didn’t know who the man was or what agency he worked for.  It was doubtful that the Rosenshields would put a man posing as a vagabond on Trajan Station, but not impossible.  Easy felt himself tense.  As always, he had a few weapons on him.  His mini flechette pistol and a couple of knives were tucked away in the jacket he wore, but with his hands occupied with the goods he had just bought, fighting would be difficult.

      “I heard something recently about an explosion,” the man said.  “Right close to your ship I believe.  That sounds like trouble to me.”

      “Who are you?” Easy asked.

      “Someone who could help, mate,” the man said, lowering his voice.  “And it sounds like you need a friend right now.”

      “Who planted the bomb?” Easy asked.

      “If I knew, I’d tell you.  But I’m thinking maybe it’s time you chose a side.”

      “I made my choice thirty years ago.”

      “True, but now you’re a man with highly valued skills who knows just how crooked and corrupt the GU really is.  Tell me you haven’t thought about living free and helping others do the same.”

      “I’m not a soldier, not anymore,” Easy said.

      “Yeah, maybe you don’t wear a uniform, but somehow I don’t think your fighting days are behind you.”

      Easy wasn’t sure what was about to happen.  If the man tried to hurt him, he would have to fight.  Not that there were law enforcement offers prowling around on Trajan Station, but he didn’t want to attract undue attention.

      “Maybe not, but when the time comes for that, I’ve got a number to call.”

      “Yes, you do.  Don’t forget it,” the vagabond said.

      “I won’t,” Easy said.  “Now let me pass.”

      “You know, you could be a hero where I come from.  A man with skills like you would be right famous.  He could have just about anything he wanted.”

      The vagabond turned and looked at the woman he had been with.  She seemed small and frightened, but she pulled open her coat in a suggestive manner.  Easy saw that she wasn’t wearing much underneath.

      “You should be ashamed of yourself,” Easy said.

      “Oh, you’re a man of principle, are you?  Well, everyone here has a role to play, and that’s what we’re doing.  If moving a little flesh is what it takes to get the best of the best to join our cause, we have people ready and willing.  Just say the word, mate, and you can have her.”

      “You’re a disgrace,” Easy said.

      “And you’re a killer,” the man said, stepping close enough that Easy could smell his body odor.  “A RAKE assassin, with a dozen confirmed kills, and that’s beside the ones you slaughtered in combat.  Tell me I’m wrong.  Tell me how moral and upright you are when you murder people.”

      “That’s war,” Easy said, feeling a lump forming in his gut as bad memories he had buried deep began to rise to the surface of his mind.

      “Nah, that’s an excuse.  Judge me if you want.  But we’re not different, you and me.  We do whatever it takes to get the job done.  Only, I’m fighting for something I believe in, and you did what you did for money.”

      Easy had heard enough.  He rammed his knee upward, smashing it into the vagabond’s groin.  To his credit, the man grunted and stumbled back a few steps but didn’t go down.  Easy could see the pain on his face, but the vagabond didn’t grab himself or fall to his knees.  Instead, his hands were inside his coat, almost certainly on weapons that he was ready to use on Easy, if things continued the way they were going.

      “It might be better for you to remember what I’m capable of before you start slinging accusations,” Easy said.

      “I’m not your enemy,” the man said through clenched teeth.

      “Then get the hell out of my way,” Easy said.  “Move or I’ll move you.”

      “We’ll meet again, I think, if you live long enough,” the vagabond said.  “And I’ve got a good memory.”

      “So do I,” Easy said.

      The vagabond stepped aside, and Easy walked quickly past.  His eyes were scanning the concourse, searching for enemies.  The vagabond could have had a full platoon of armed men in disguise, but none of the bums stretched out on the dirty floor even gave Easy a second look.  And when Easy glanced over his shoulder, the man who had challenged him was back with the woman, his face a frown of pain or fury, probably both.
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      “What’s at Trajan Station?” Iris asked.

      She and Jasmin had just finished their daily workout.  Desmond insisted that they look their best, although he rarely engaged in any physical exercise himself.  They would have done it to stay ready in case of a fight or the need to defend their client.  The two women sparred everyday so that they were ready for anything that might come their way.  It just took time getting used to the implants that Desmond had insisted they get.  Their bodies were exaggerations of the female form, and it took time to get used to moving, striking, and defending themselves.

      “You ladies wouldn’t like it,” Mace said.  “It’s a haven of thieves and scoundrels.”

      “But why would the gambler go there?” Iris wondered.

      “Oh, I’m sure he’ll fit right in.”

      “So we’re going?” Jasmin asked.

      Mace thought for a moment.  He could easily persuade Desmond Rosenshield.  In fact, the kid would love it, despite the fact that he would find the entire station to be old and rundown.  It was the lack of authority there that would ruin him.  There was no government agency on Trajan Station, no law enforcement.  Drugs, girls, illegal weapons, and more were all freely traded.  There were no limits, and that was a bad environment for someone who already had a problem saying no.

      “We can’t,” Mace said.  “My job is to keep Desmond away from places like Trajan Station.”

      “They probably knew that,” Jasmin said.  “They probably knew we wouldn’t follow them there.”

      “But you have people there,” Iris said.  “Contacts?”

      “Yes,” Mace said.  “We’ll take Desmond to Sanzi Verde in the Anasanzi system.  There’s a good facility there for drying people out, getting him back in good condition.”

      “I love Sanzi Verde,” Iris said.  “We got work done there.”

      “I could use a touch-up too,” Jasmin said.

      “You can pamper yourselves,” Mace said.  “The kid will be safe, and you’ll have plenty of free time on your hands.”

      “But what about the gambler?” Iris said.

      “I’ve got a plan for that.  There’s always a game somewhere on Trajan Station.”

      “He won’t be able to resist that,” Iris said.

      “And you’ll have people waiting?” Jasmin added.

      Mace nodded.  “We take him, the brothers come looking.  And when they do we’ll have them all.  They were lucky getting the bomb off their ship.  But if they think we’re giving up, they’ve got another thing coming.”

      “I like it when you talk like that,” Iris said.

      “I’ll give you two some privacy,” Jasmin said.

      “There’s no time,” Mace said.  “Get the kid’s things together.”

      “He’s still passed out,” Iris said.  “You want us to wake him?”

      “No, just get him packed up.  We’ll get the ship ready.  When he comes around we’ll get him on board.  There’s no rush.  You know the drill.”

      The two women gave one another knowing looks.  They were tasked with being Desmond’s bodyguards and had gone to great lengths to look a certain way, yet more often than not they ended up being more like mothers to the spoiled rich kid than anything else.  When he woke up from another night of over-indulgence there would be tears and promises.  They would clean him up and get him to his private ship, a state-of-the-art space yacht that was nicer than the resort penthouse.

      “Yeah, we got it,” Iris said, her frustration bleeding through.

      “Mommy duty,” Jasmin said.

      “Sometimes the money is hardly worth it,” Iris said, getting to her feet.

      “Yeah,” Jasmin agreed.  “I think I’d rather be shot at than deal with him puking everywhere.”

      Mace didn’t blame them, although he also knew from personal experience that there was almost nothing in life worse than being in a real firefight.  The women were experienced fighters, but not soldiers.  They hadn’t experienced the terror of war, but he could appreciate the exaggerated feelings.  Desmond Rosenshield was important only because he was so incredibly wealthy.  And he only had access to a fraction of the Rosenshield wealth.  Desmond could be charming, but he didn’t produce anything with his money, didn’t help the poor, or invest in businesses.  He spent money, mostly on clothes, drugs, alcohol, and toys.  There weren't many redeeming qualities to the young man, but he was doing his job.  Franklin Rosenshield wanted Desmond in the public eye.  He was both a reminder of the family’s status, as well as a distraction from the family’s other, less savory business dealings.

      “That reminds me,” Mace said.  “Let’s make sure he signs off on a big tip to the cleaning staff.”

      “Yeah, they’re going to earn it, I’m sure,” Iris said.

      They left the room, and Mace pulled his Personal Computer Link from his pocket.  There was no need to use anything else, not when the Yamaguchi PCL Pro had more computing power than a desktop machine.  Only hackers like Dean or finance brokers used actual computers.  One group used them to keep information safe, and the other used them to try and steal that same information.

      Mace brought up a list of contacts.  He knew several people doing business on Trajan Station.  But Oslo Djokovic owed the Rosenshields money.  That made him the best choice for what Mace had in mind.  He tapped out a quick message, then fired it off to the resort’s network where it would be transferred via satellite and beamed across the galaxy.  Oslo would do the dirty work, and Mace would wait.  If the smuggler failed, he would be dealt with.  But Mace didn’t think the shifty criminal would drop the ball; he was too dependent on weapons that the Rosenshield-owned distributors were selling to him under the table.  Without that supply of illicit weapons, Oslo’s finances would dry up.  And the man owed too many people to let that happen.

      In the meantime, Mace would get their own ship prepped for spaceflight.  The crew would be called in.  The ship would be resupplied.  He also needed to send a message to the Total Wellness Center on Sanzi Verde.  They would need to be ready to roll out the red carpet for Desmond.  He would get a detox at the facility designed to pamper their guests in total luxury and complete privacy.  It had become a regular stop for Desmond.  The physicians would give the kid an overarching check-up to make sure all his organs were in good condition.  He wasn’t old enough for age therapy, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t slowly killing himself with drugs and alcohol.  He could have anything done at the facility he wanted, both physically and cosmetically.  More importantly, it would take all his attention and leave Mace free to pursue his vendetta against the McCoy brothers.  He got up off the posh sofa, set aside his unfinished expresso, and went to work.
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      “What?  Are you kidding me?” Hutch thundered.  “No way!”

      “I’m not asking for your permission,” Big Candy said.  “This is what I do.”

      “Yeah, well you don’t see me taking jobs right now,” Hutch said.  “We’re doing something else right now.”

      “But you need money,” Big Candy said.  “Hard currency.  Am I right?”

      “Fourteen thousand,” Easy said dispassionately.

      “You’ve already got that much,” Hutch argued.

      “But it’s all I’ve got, my reserve.”

      “And if you lose it, we’ll be screwed,” Hutch continued.

      “I don’t lose, Hutch,” Big Candy said.  “This is my money, and I’ll do what I want with it.”

      “We’re all counting on you, Big,” Kitt said, trying to keep the peace between his brothers.  “Maybe you could sell something to get the funds?”

      “There is nothing on this ship that I want to part with,” Big replied, his temper simmering.  It had been a long time since he had been forced to explain himself to anyone, and it wasn’t sitting well with the big man.  “I’ll only be gone a few hours, and when I come back I’ll have more than enough hard currency to pay for the tools.”

      “And we can get out of here?” Kitt pressed.

      “Why are you all in such a hurry?  We’ll be off grid for who knows how long.”

      “But we could be in danger here,” Hutch said.  “We need to drop off the radar for a while.”

      “Trajan Station is the safest place we could be,” Big Candy said.

      He had changed clothes.  After his big meal he needed to kill a little time before the game started down on the lower decks of what had once been a gas processing facility.  Petrie Sitlik had turned the industrial area into a gathering place for people with interests that were deemed unsavory in most civilized cultures.  A dark lounge where vice was celebrated and debauchery was the norm.

      “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” Hutch said.  “We aren’t really going to sit here while he goes on a bender and loses all our money.”

      “It’s not our money,” Kitt reminded his brother.  “It’s his.  Easy, can you go with him?”

      Easy nodded.

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” Big said.

      “But you might need a bodyguard,” Kitt said.  “Do what you’ve got to do and get back here.”

      Big turned to Easy, who was leaning against the wall.  “What do you say, kid?  Want to have some fun with your big brother?”

      “Lead the way,” Easy said.

      “You’re armed, right?” Hutch asked.

      “Always,” Easy said quietly.

      “It isn’t necessary,” Big said.  “I know these people.”

      “Just go,” Kitt said.  “We’ll be ready when you get back.”

      Big left the ship with Easy.  He understood his brothers’ concern about whoever was trying to kill them.  It might have been better if Big had found out any useful information, but they were still in the dark.  What he didn’t understand was why they doubted his ability to win at cards.  If Big had one skill, it was playing cards.  The games just worked in his mind.  He could calculate the cards, anticipate what was coming, study his opponents—it was his expertise.  Did it have risk, of course, but everything in life was a risk in one way or another.  For Big, playing cards was the least risky thing he could do.  Of course he couldn’t control the game, no one could.  Like everyone else he had to play the hand he was dealt, but he was a master of it.  The cards had never been right for him to win at a professional event, but he had done well enough to make a name for himself.  And while he rubbed elbows with people who dwelled on the shady side of morality, Big stuck to the principles that his father had reinforced to his sons growing up.

      “You don’t have to come along if you don’t want to,” Big said to Easy as they entered the station from the docking arm where the Saturday Night Fever was moored.  “There’s plenty to do here on the station if you’d rather have a little fun.”

      “I wouldn’t want to miss seeing my big brother in action,” Easy said.

      “Is that a joke from our resident stoic?”

      “No joke,” Easy said.  “I want to see you play.”

      “Fine, but don’t feel like you have to stand around watching.  There’s nothing more boring than watching other people play cards.”

      They took a lift down to the lowest level of the station, where the lights flickered and the deck was bare metal gratings.  The walls weren’t painted, and there was a layer of grime on them.  Thick pipes ran in clusters along the ceiling, and spigots stuck out from the walls at regular intervals.  It had once been a working industrial station, but now had the look of a place that had become a haunt for people who preferred to stay off the grid.  Big led the way, his big frame filling the narrow corridor.  A few times he had to turn to shimmy between the pipes.  If they got into trouble there would be no fast way back through the narrow confines of the station.

      Eventually they came to a big room with a high ceiling that was lost in shadows.  There were tables and sitting areas with small table lamps that only cast light toward the floor.  There were people there, mere shadows in the dark so no one was identifiable in the gloomy room.  Big stopped just inside, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness.  Soon, a figure approached.

      “Big Candy,” a man said.  “It’s an honor to have you here.”

      “Thanks, Sitlik.  I hear you’ve got a game.”

      “I do indeed.  And there are some players anxious for you to join in.  I’m not fronting though.  You need your own money.”

      Big pulled out a wad of bills and handed it to the man.

      “Fifteen should get me started.”

      “Maybe,” the shadowy man said.  “No limits.  It’s a good game.”

      “Lead the way,” Big said.

      The shadowy proprietor led Big and Easy to a side room.  It was dazzling compared to the larger lounge area.  An oblong table was set up under a row of lights with dark shades.  The light hung low enough that the table, and cards were well illuminated, but the players' faces were shadowed.  There was an empty seat at the table.  Big sat down, and Sitlik put a stack of poker chips in front of him.

      Easy wasn’t the only observer.  There were men and women in the room at the walls.  Most were having quiet conversations, and few were smoking thin black cigars.  A cloud of smoke hovered in the room, although a ventilation shaft was slowly sucking the pollution from the air.  Everyone had drinks.

      “Can I get you something?”

      Big Candy turned and saw that the same young girl who had been serving in Oslo’s club was getting drinks for the card game.  She had big eyes and was painfully thin.  Big saw a new mark near her ear.  The bruise ran down the side of her neck.

      “You have cocktails?” Big asked as the dealer spread the cards across the table to each player.

      “Nothing fancy,” she said.

      “Whatever you think is best,” Big said, forcing himself to turn away from the girl.

      He hated playing cards in places like Trajan Station.  There was big money to be won at such places, especially for players as good as Big Candy.  But the type of people in such games were not the kind that Big liked associating with.  There was no doubt in his mind the girl had been taken from somewhere.  She was trapped on the space station, being traded between men with nefarious tastes and forced to do everything they wanted.  His heart hurt for her, but she was beyond his ability to help.  He was welcome at the game because he was a good poker player and had money to gamble.  But if he got involved with someone’s business, things would get ugly quickly.

      Forcing himself to turn from the girl, he focused on the cards he had been dealt.  They were good.  One glance was all it took to know what he had, and the rest of this time he spent studying the other players.  Only one was a pro.  Her name was Melba, and she had been down on her luck over the past few years.  Rumor had it that she was playing for someone else and was in deep debt.  The other players weren’t professionals.  They were smugglers, dealers, and thieves, and taking their money wouldn’t bother Big one bit.  But he also knew better than to wipe out any one of them.  He didn’t want to make them angry.  And he didn’t want them to stop playing.  It was an unspoken rule among pros that they didn’t devastate the wealthy non-professionals who were a constant source of income for the more talented players.

      “Five hundred ante,” the dealer said.

      The players tossed in the required chips, and the game began.  Big didn’t bet big.  He didn’t raise when it was his turn to bet, but didn’t fold either.  By the time the first round of betting was over, three players were out of the game, and the pot was at forty-five hundred credits.  The dealer began turning over the common cards.  Melba was still in and betting conservatively.  The other player was a man named Blind Jack.  He had a nasty scar across his face, a patch covering one eye, and the other would only open halfway.  He held his cards close to his face, but Big knew the man was studying him.

      It was a close game.  And the pot grew to nearly eight thousand credits.  Big wasn’t sure what Melba had, but he knew she wasn’t bluffing.  Blind Jack, on the other hand, wanted to send a message.

      “Ten thousand,” he said, pushing in a tall stack of chips that toppled onto the pile at the center of the table.

      Melba shook her head.  She had around forty thousand in chips, but tossed her cards on the table.  “I’m out.”

      Big looked at Blind Jack, never looking down at his own stack of chips.  He only had twelve thousand, but he didn’t need to count them.  Keeping a running total of his money in his head was something that came naturally to Big.  His opponent looked eager, and Big was only seventy percent sure that his was the winning hand.

      “What about you?” Blind Jack

      “You trying to take me out early?” Big said with a chuckle.

      “I play to win,” he said, sniffing.

      Out of the corner of his eye he saw Melba’s eyebrow twitch.  She was out of the action and had no reason to respond.  Big wasn’t sure if sniffing was Blind Jack’s tell or if the two of them were working together.  It wasn’t fair, but not unheard of.

      “Congratulations then,” Big said, tossing his cards forward.  “You beat me.”

      “Not surprising,” Blind Jack said.  “Tonight’s my night.”

      The hand had cost Big Candy three thousand credits, but he didn’t mind losing early.  Winning right off the bat made other players nervous.  A decent loss was like blood in the water to the other players.  They would all try to be the ones to take him out of the game, pushing a little too hard and playing right into Big Candy’s strategy.

      He looked at Melba.  She was looking down at the table, refusing to meet his eye.  It was all the proof he needed that she was helping Blind Jack.  The serving girl set down a glass with rum and soda mixed together.  A ripe red cherry floated in the drink.  Big took a sip and smacked his lips.  It was poorly made, but he hadn’t expected much.  The game was what mattered.  He wasn’t at a resort or well-known casino.  The drinks would be sloppy and the company dangerous.  But Big was right at home at the card table.  He would make his move soon, but until then he would keep his eyes open and his mouth shut.
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      Easy nursed the beer that the young girl had brought him.  He pegged her for seventeen and could see that she was living a hard life.  That bothered him, but he stayed quiet.  Big was on his seventh hand.  An hour had passed, and Big had folded almost every hand, but he was playing currently and slid what remained of his chips toward the center of the table.  It was surprising for every player to still be in the game.  The pot was at thirty thousand credits before Big put his last five thousand chips in.  Two players bowed out, but the other three matched his bet, bringing the total to fifty thousand credits.

      Easy played poker at times with his fellow soldiers.  It was a way to pass the time.  They played for matches or cookies, rarely ever for money.  The game Big was playing was completely different.  It was all about the money.  Easy felt nervous.  His eyes flicked from the game to the young girl.  He felt sorry for her.  She was obviously there against her will.  He couldn’t imagine how unpleasant her life had been.  Yet for Easy it was easier to focus on her than on the game.  She brought him another bottle of beer.

      “What do I owe you?” he asked.

      “No charge for players,” she said.

      “I’m not playing,” Easy said, glancing past her to the game where the final card was being laid down.

      “Well, you’re in here with a player,” she said.  “I’m just supposed to bring drinks to whoever wants them.”

      “Bastard!” Blind Jack shouted.

      Easy looked up to see Big raking in the pile of chips.  It was a big haul.  He had more than tripled the amount of money he had come to the table with.

      “Can it, you fool,” another player grumbled.

      “I thought I had him,” Blind Jack said, wiping his nose with the back of his hand as the dealer gathered all the cards from the table.

      “I got lucky that time,” Big said.

      “But not for long,” Blind Jack said.

      “Just play cards, you blowhard,” another player said.

      “You shut your hole, or I’ll shut it for you,” Blind Jack said.

      The dealer began to spread the cards once more, and the next game started.

      “They get so angry,” the serving girl said in a quiet voice.

      “Losing money will do that to a person,” Easy said.  “Better to not play and keep your money.”

      “Yeah,” the girl said, trying to sound casual, but it was obvious to Easy that she didn’t have any money.

      She went to get another observer a drink, and Easy took a long pull on his beer.  It was very cold and went down easily, but his stomach was in knots.  Easy thought he would rather face an enemy on the battlefield than play high-stakes poker.  The room was crowded and smokey.  It seemed to be too small for the crowd huddled inside.

      Half an hour later Big won another big pot, bringing his total to over ninety thousand credits.  He took part of the chips and handed them to Sitlik.

      “Give this to my brother.  He’s got some gear to pay for,” Big said.

      “Of course,” the host said.

      “Hey!  You can’t take our money and leave,” Blind Jack said.

      “It seems he can,” Melba said bitterly.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Big said.

      “So bring those chips back,” Blind Jack snarled.  “You ain’t got no right to give them to anyone else.”

      “It's his money,” another player said.  “He can do whatever the hell he wants with it.”

      “Not until I get a chance to win it back,” Blind Jack said.

      “You’ve got twenty thousand credits there,” Big Candy said.  “Why not go all in on this hand?  I’ll do the same.”

      “We haven’t even been dealt any cards yet,” another player said.

      Big never looked at the man.  He was focused on Blind Jack.  “I’ll take that chance.”

      “You’re out of your damn mind,” Blind Jack said.

      “You wanted a chance to win your money back,” Big said.  “There’s plenty here for that.”

      “He’s right,” Melba said.  “Let’s play cards.”

      “Whatever,” Blind Jack said.

      Sitlik handed Easy a wad of bills.

      “Thank you,” the former soldier said.

      Sitlik nodded, then blended back into the crowd, watching the game.

      “You should have taken me up on my offer,” Big said, throwing his cards forward.  “That was a terrible hand.”

      “Your time’s coming, fat man,” Blind Jack.

      “Hey, that’s not nice,” Big said with a smile.  “I’m not fat, just big-boned and healthy.”

      “You’ve not got any right to criticize someone for the way they look,” another player said.  “Save your money and get some cosmetic work done on that face of yours.”

      Easy tucked the wad of money into the hidden breast pocket of his jacket.  He glanced at Big, who looked over at him and gave a slight nod.  It wasn’t a signal exactly, but Easy knew they wanted to get the mining gear onto the ship.  The forty thousand credits would cover the cost, which was due upon delivery.  And Big was playing with kid gloves, taking it easy when it came to the verbal jabs.  Easy had never gotten off so easily when he called Big Candy fat.  It was obvious that Big was putting on an act for the other players, specifically Blind Jack.

      Stepping to the door, Easy opened it only wide enough to slip through.  He caught sight of the serving girl just before he closed the door.  A feeling of guilt stabbed at him.  He was a man of principle, but he didn’t have the time or the authority to offer the girl any hope.  He would never participate in human trafficking, but he couldn’t do anything to stop it either.

      The walk back through the narrow corridors and passageways seemed to take longer than the trip down had taken.  Eventually he found his way up to the main level.  He stopped at the market long enough to let the vendor with the mining equipment know he had payment.  Then he wound his way through the booths until he found the gate that led to where the Fever was docked.

      His back tingled as he walked down the long hallway.  He didn’t suffer from the delusion of thinking he could feel someone watching him.  But there was a sense of danger in the air.  He turned around at one point, but the corridor was empty.  He felt silly, a thirty-year vet and former RAKE Operator shouldn’t be frightened of anything.  Yet Easy was afraid.  Not of fighting, but of being a hindrance to his brothers and their quest to mine the quartzite crystals.  He didn’t really care if they succeeded or failed, but he didn’t want to be the source of failure.

      He was enjoying spending time with his brothers again.  They had such unique personalities, and yet he could see parts of his father in each of them.  Their presence, and all of them pitching in to pursue their father’s dream, was just the sort of focus he needed after leaving the Navy.  He had left behind being a person with skills, a valuable member of a team of highly trained, elite soldiers.  What he would do after that had been a source of unease for a long time.  There were stories of soldiers who simply couldn’t adapt and ended up taking their own lives.  He didn’t want to lose himself or feel as though he couldn’t cope.  There was still a gulf between Easy and his brothers, a lifetime of ugliness that weighed heavy on his soul.  But they gave him a sense of familiarity and purpose.  He felt he would rather die than let them down.

      When he reached the ship he cycled the airlock and went through.  The Saturday Night Fever’s cargo space was ready for their equipment.  Easy had already put the spare parts for their spacesuits in the small ready room where their vintage suits were hanging on display in front of the wide window that overlooked the cargo bay.  He had every intention of working on the suits while they traveled to contested space, ran the blockade, and continued to the Fanning Belt.  But the mining equipment would arrive shortly, and he wanted to give his brothers an update on Big Candy’s card game.

      He went through the passage that led past the ready room and up the stairs to the common area, where his brothers were waiting for his return.

      No one saw or heard the airlock cycle again though.  The serving girl in her skimpy, stained clothing that did nothing to hide her scars and bruises had slipped in.  She looked around for a moment, then slipped through the door toward the maintenance section.
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      It was Candy’s last hand.  Two players were out.  Melba, the other pro, had won several hands in a row.  She had the most chips, but Big Candy was determined to do two things: one, leave with money in hand, and two, knock Blind Jack out of the game.  The thief was a sore loser and was just as determined to ensure that Big Candy lost.

      They both had around the same amount in chips when Big Candy checked his hand.  It wasn’t great, but the two cards were of the same suit.  When the dealer turned over the common cards, Big Candy not only had a flush–five cards that were all the same suit–but he had a straight, too.  Five cards in a row numerically.  It was one of the best hands a player could get, with only four of the same kind of cards able to beat it.  And there wasn’t a pair among the common cards.  Which meant that it was impossible for Blind Jack to win.

      “I’m all in,” the thief said with a smirk.  “What about you, fatty?”

      Big acted hesitant, but it was all for show.  He had every intention of playing.

      “You must have some hand,” Big said, pretending to look at his cards again.

      “Stop stalling,” Blind Jack said.  “Are you in or out?”

      “It’s been a long night,” Big Candy said.  “Why not go out with a bang, eh?”

      The thief just glared at Big, who shoved his chips toward the middle of the table.  Blind Jack was known for finding ways to get past security systems.  Part hacker, part mechanical expert, he put all his time and effort into taking things that didn’t belong to him.  Big Candy had no qualms about taking the man’s money.  And Blind Jack didn’t try to hide the fact that Melba was under his thumb.  The nod he gave when it was her turn to bet or fold was obvious.  The look on her face was pure frustration.  Matching Blind Jack’s raise would cost her half her stack of chips.  She didn’t want to do it, but he thought he had the winning hand, and he wanted her winnings.

      She didn’t say a word as she slid chips into the pile.  The other player, a conservative criminal known for making false identification papers, both physical and digital, folded his hand.  He would leave the game with roughly the amount he had started with, plus a story to tell his cronies on whatever planet he called home.

      “You must have a great hand,” Big said to Blind Jack.

      “Damn right,” the one-eyed thief said.

      “Care to make this more interesting?”. The thief looked up, a shadow of doubt in his half-closed lazy eye, as he studied Candy.  “Say, my ship against what Melba owes you.”

      “She don’t owe me nothin’,” he growled.

      “Come now, we’re both all in.  There’s no need to bluff any longer,” Candy said with a smile.  “We all know she owes you.  If you’re so sure you’ve got the winning hand, make the bet.  If you’re scared…”

      Blind Jack leapt to his feet, his seat rolling back into the people watching behind him.  He slammed both hands onto the felt-lined tabletop, but it was a well-made, heavy table, and the pile of chips hardly moved.  The sound of his hands hitting the table made an ominous thump, and he leaned down into the light.  Big could see mucus building up in the corner of his lazy eye and the red scar tissue that creased his face.

      “Your ship and everything on it,” the thief screamed, spit flying onto Big Candy, who pretended not to notice.

      “Done,” Big said quietly.

      The dealer laid down the last card.  It was inconsequential.  Melba had two pairs.  It was an excellent hand, but not enough to win.  Big Jack couldn’t wait to turn his own cards over.  Three aces, an excellent hand, but not as good as Big’s.

      “Well?” Blind Jack said, savoring the look of surprise on Big Candy’s face.  “Where’s my new ship?”

      He laughed and so did several other observers.  Big didn’t mind.  In fact, he wanted people to laugh.  It was the part of his profession that he loved the most, when an opponent was crowing over him, completely convinced of victory.  Big shrugged, almost as if he was sorry, then turned over his cards.  There was a sudden, audible intake of breath from the observers who obviously knew more about poker than Blind Jack, who just looked confused.

      Melba kept her poker face, but couldn’t stop the tears that were welling up in her eyes.  When Blind Jack finally put the right cards from the common pile together with Big Candy’s hand, he cursed.

      “You cheating bastard!” he screamed.

      It was Big Candy’s turn to stand up.  He wasn’t a violent man, but being large had its perks on occasion.  He rose up, no longer looking sheepish.  He was a full head taller than Blind Jack, and half again as wide.  The thief moved back from the table, his head scanning the room to locate the door.

      “I didn’t cheat,” Big said.  “I’m just good.  You’re a poor gambler, with an obvious tell.”

      “I beat you,” Blind Jack snapped.  “I beat you more than once.”

      “Did you?” Big Candy said.  “Or did I let you win so that you would be full of confidence and make stupid decisions?”

      “There’s no way,” Blind said, his confidence slipping.  “You’re a cheat.”

      “You lost,” Big Candy said, turning to Melba.  “We all witnessed it.  Your debt is canceled.  And that’s not a bad take.”

      She had one hand on her pile of chips.  Big guessed it was almost fifty thousand credits.  Not riches, but enough to get her off Trajan Station and stake her in a more civilized game somewhere.

      “Thanks, Big,” she said softly.

      “This ain’t over,” Blind Jack said.

      “It is for you,” Big Candy said.  “Unless you’ve got more money you want to lose to me.  I’ve got all night.”

      “We’ll meet again,” Blind Jack said, angrily pushing through the crowd of spectators.  “Mark my words, you fat son-of-a—”

      His words were lost as he pushed past the spectators and out of the room.  Big Candy had made another enemy, but Blind Jack didn’t run guns or lead a gang of outlaws.  He wasn’t the type of person that Big Candy worried about.

      For the next half hour Big and several people from the spectators reveled in what had been an exciting end to the card game.  It was the reason that Big Candy was welcomed in almost any gambling hall, casino, or back alley game.  He brought a theatrical flair that was both entertaining and memorable.  In most instances, the losers’ anger was tempered by the fun everyone seemed to have and the festive mood that followed the game.

      Sitlik appeared with a thick fold of bills, held with a rubber band.

      “You do not disappoint,” Sitlik said.  “One of the best games I’ve witnessed in a long time.”

      “Thanks for the invite,” Big Candy said, taking the money and stuffing it into a pocket.  “I’m sorry I can’t stay longer, but my brothers are waiting for me.”

      “You are welcome here anytime,” Sitlik said.  “Perhaps next time you’ll spend some time in one of the pleasure rooms.”

      Big Candy felt a knot form in his stomach.  The pleasure rooms in Sitlik’s dungeon were known for their perverse activities.  It wasn’t something he wanted to do, but he didn’t want to insult the man either.  He nodded as his eyes scanned the room for the young serving girl.  Big Candy was the man of the hour, but he couldn’t help but wonder what the young girl, and others like her, were being forced to do somewhere else in the dark corner of the space facility.  He knew it was time to get as far away from Trajan Station as possible.
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      “They’re here,” Kitt said.

      He had the camera feed from just outside the airlock up on a big screen in the galley.  After searching the entire ship for any signs of further sabotage, he felt confident they were ready to make the run to the blockade.  All they needed was the mining equipment and their eldest brother to return.

      “Tell me they’ll load the heavy stuff?” Hutch said.

      “No promises,” Easy replied.

      “Can we at least dial back the gravity?” Hutch complained.  “My back is tricky these days.”

      “You’re starting to sound old,” Kitt said.

      “That’s because I feel old sometimes,” Hutch said.  “Tell me you don’t?”

      “Not me, I’m in the prime of life,” Kitt lied.

      “Just dial back the artificial gravity,” Hutch said.  “Dad always said work smarter not harder.”

      “He was full of axioms like that,” Kitt said, as he brought up the artificial gravity control on one of the auxiliary terminals near the cargo hold.  “Don’t forget to lift with your knees, not your back.”

      The Saturday Night Fever was built for comfort.  The corridors were just a little wider than standard ships, the berths had more amenities, and the system controls had some bells and whistles that most ships her size didn’t have.  Area-specific artificial gravity was one such feature.  The ship had several zones, the small cargo bay being one of them.  It wasn’t built for hauling a lot of stuff, mainly just the toys of the wealthy people who could afford such a posh ship when she had been new.  Kitt was able to weaken the gravity to just one quarter of normal.  It was enough to hold things down, but the three brothers felt almost as light as air as they bounced across to the airlock.

      “Maybe we should keep the ship like this all the time,” Hutch said.

      “It would destroy our muscle tone,” Easy said.

      “I don’t care about that.  It’s easy on the knees,” Hutch insisted.

      “You are such an old man,” Kitt said, but he understood how his brother felt.

      Getting old wasn’t fun.  Everything took longer than it should, especially getting his energy back after physical activity.  And there were aches and pains in places he had never worried about before.  He was less flexible too.  Sometimes just bending down to pick something up off the floor was difficult.  And they were only in their fifties.  At times, he envied the wealthy with their age reduction therapy.

      The mining equipment was heavy and bulky, not to mention covered with oil and grease.  Big Candy wouldn’t like the mining equipment soiling his beloved ship, but they needed it.  Getting the quartzite crystals wouldn’t be easy.  They would have to land on the planetoid at the center of the Fanning Belt, which wasn’t stable.  The crust at the surface of the planet was full of fissures.  That was where the quartzite formed, and also where molten rock sometimes lingered just beneath the surface.  There were earthquakes, sudden and unpredictable lava flows, and superheated steam geysers that shot up out of the ground without warning.  But if a person could get the quartzite crystals they could sell them for a fortune.

      It took some time to get everything moved from the airlock into the cargo hold.  Dampening the artificial gravity helped tremendously.  They got everything arranged on one side of the small cargo hold and strapped down with ratchet straps.  Then Kitt turned the gravity back to normal.

      “Oh, that’s unpleasant,” Hutch said, leaning against the wall near the window that looked into the narrow ready room where their spacesuits were hung on display.

      “Told you,” Easy said.

      “It’s just an adjustment,” Kitt said.  “You won’t even notice it in a second.”

      “Are we ready to go then?” Hutch asked.

      “As soon as Big Candy gets back,” Kitt said.

      “Which could be hours,” Hutch complained.

      “I doubt it,” Easy said.  “He was in control of that game.”

      “I can’t imagine gambling for a living,” Kitt said.  “I couldn’t take the stress of it.”

      “Sure it’s stressful, but not all that taxing,” Hutch said.  “He sits around, plays cards for a few hours.  It doesn’t sound bad to me.  Not to mention he’s playing in resorts.”

      “That’s no resort he’s in now,” Easy said.  “It’s a dark place.”

      “I don’t want to know,” Kitt said, shaking his head.  “What would dad think of a place like this?”

      “He might fit right in,” Hutch said as they made their way back through the passage that led up to the salon.

      “Wait a second,” Easy said.  “Did one of you go into the maintenance space down here?”

      “No,” Kitt said, as Hutch shook his head.

      “This hatch was closed when I came in,” Easy said in a quiet voice.

      It wasn’t menacing, but Kitt thought his brother sounded dangerous.  Easy stepped into the ready room and came back out with a rifle.  Just the sight of it and the memory of the bomb made Kitt scared.  He still wasn’t sure if they were really being targeted, or if his brother was acting out his own post-war trauma, but neither of those options were good.

      “Wait here,” Easy said.

      “Oh, man, this isn’t good,” Hutch said.  “What if there’s another bomb?”

      Kitt shrugged his shoulders.  He wasn’t afraid to mix things up if it came to that, but hidden explosives were a coward’s weapon.  The Fever was more than a vehicle, more even than their home–it was an extension of how Kitt thought of himself.  He was their pilot, and in that role he felt like the ship was part of him, a projection of himself into space.  The idea that someone might intentionally do harm to the ship or destroy it all together was anathema to Kitt.

      “Guys, you better get in here and take a look at this,” Easy said.

      “What’s he found this time?” Hutch asked.

      “I don’t know,” Kitt said.

      What they discovered inside the maintenance space wasn’t what they expected, but it was just as bad as they feared.
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      Big Candy left the dungeon and started making his way back through the narrow corridors.  He felt good.  Winning was always a good feeling.  It wasn’t about the amount of money, although that was good too.  It was utilizing his skills to outplay his opponents.  Big Candy didn’t think of himself as a master strategist, but he understood how to play the game.  And it wasn’t just about the cards, it was reading people and knowing how to draw his opponents out at just the right time to separate them from their money.

      He didn’t mind that he was able to keep the entire pot, too.  No nosy resort or casino people robbing him blind after a good game.  Nothing was as demoralizing after a big win as having someone else take the money.  There were times when his sponsors took not only their share of his winnings, but charged him so much for the amenities they offered that he walked away with nothing.  It was a difficult career to manage.  A player gave up some things in order to avoid the parts of the lifestyle that were less savory.  Not dealing with thieves and criminals was one perk of working the resorts.  Big Candy made less money, but the games were generally more pleasant, his opponents were, in most cases, interesting individuals with plenty of money to lose.  It made for a nicer, if less lucrative, experience.

      He was almost to the lift that would take him back up to the main level when Blind Jack stepped out of the shadows.  The thief was average height, with a lean frame, but it was the gun in his hand that made Big Candy stop moving.

      “I guess the tables have turned,” Blind Jack said.  “Who’s holding the winning hand now?”

      “It might appear to be you,” Big Candy said.  “But this isn’t what you want to do.”

      “Don’t tell me what I want!” Blind Jack screamed.

      His sudden outburst made Big Candy take a step back.  He recognized the gun.  It was common among criminals.  A three-dimensional printer had molded it from a tough polymer material that wouldn’t be picked up by metal detectors.  The bullets would be made of the same material, pointed on one end and propelled by an explosive chemical mixture that ignited when exposed to air.  The cartridge would have paper or thin plastic backing that could be pierced by the firing pin of the gun.  They were called tossers by most criminals because the guns could only fire a handful of times before blowing apart.  The polymer was only strong enough to handle five or six shots before the material failed.  Criminals used them in places where getting a more reliable weapon was dangerous, and then only for a few shots before the weapon had to be thrown away before it hurt the user, hence the name.

      Big Candy held up his hands in a gesture of surrender.  “Sorry, sorry.”

      “Give me my damn money!” Blind Jack snarled.

      “Alright, just stay calm,” Big Candy said.  “I’ll give you the money.  But you’ll never be allowed in another game again.”

      “Shut your mouth and do what I tell you,” Blind Jack said.  “Or I’ll shoot you in your fat gut and leave you to die.  What do you think about that?  Hours of excruciating pain, with no hope.  It’s no more than you deserve.”

      “Here,” Big Candy said, holding out the money between the fingers of his right hand.  “Take it.”

      When Blind Jack reached for the money, Big let it fall.

      “Sorry, sorry,” the gambler said.  “I’m nervous.”

      “You should be, you fat bastard.  Pick it up!”

      Big Candy had hoped that Blind Jack would stoop over to get the money.  It might have given him a split second to knock the angry thief’s gun away.  Big wasn’t sure how close they were to the hull of the space station, or if the safety features were being maintained, but he didn’t like the idea of someone shooting a weapon that might compromise the integrity of the space facility.  He had no doubt a breach could be contained, but he didn’t want to be on the wrong side of that containment.

      “I have bad knees,” Big offered with a shrug.  “And my back is stiff from sitting on those terrible chairs at the game.”

      “You think I give a damn how you feel?” Blind Jack snarled.  “Pick—it—up!”

      “Okay, okay, I’ll get it,” Big Candy said, bending over to get the thick wad of bills.

      Blind Jack stepped back, out of reach.  He wasn’t as foolish as Big had hoped.  The only option that remained was for Big to do as he was told and hope that Blind Jack made a mistake.

      “Here you go,” Big said, holding out the money.

      Blind Jack was reaching for it, staying well back, his gun in his right hand held close to his body, but still pointed at Big Candy.

      The kill shot came in past Big.  It was some type of rubber slug, meant to be non-lethal, but it hit Blind Jack in the face.  In fact, it hit him square in the eye patch, and with nothing stopping it, the slug penetrated the soft tissue and delivered a kinetic blow to the brain that killed him instantly.  The thief flipped over backward, his gun clattering to the metal deck.

      Big Candy turned to see Oslo Djokovic and two other men.  They were all carrying what looked like crowd control rifles, the type that law enforcement used on large ships and space stations.  The trio had spread out behind Big Candy, who breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Impeccable timing,” the gambler said.  “Although I’m not sure you needed to kill him.”

      “He had it coming,” Oslo said.  “I heard about the game.  Congratulations.”

      “Thank you,” Big Candy said, tucking the wad of hard currency back into the inside pocket of his jacket.  “I don’t think he planned to let me go.”

      “No, he was going to kill you and stuff your body into a nook down in the maintenance section, I think.”

      “That doesn’t sound too pleasant,” Big Candy said.  “I suppose I owe you one.  Would half my winnings square us?”

      “Actually, I will take the money,” Oslo said.  “But we didn’t come down here to rescue you.”

      “You didn’t?” Big said, pulling the money back out of his pocket.  He had hoped that Oslo would let him keep his winnings, but he didn’t like owing a known criminal like Oslo Djokovic.  Those types of favors always came due for payment at the most inconvenient time.  Still, the way Oslo was talking, it seemed he wouldn’t merely be happy with the money. “Why did you come all this way?”

      “We need you to come with us,” Oslo said.  “And I’ll take all of that.”

      He walked over and pulled the wad of bills from Big Candy’s hand.  The two men with him kept their rifles trained on Big.  Fighting might have been a possibility when Blind Jack assaulted him, but there was no way to overpower three men armed with rifles.  The weapons were supposed to be non-lethal, but Big had just seen the result of getting shot with one of the rubber slugs.  He didn’t like the idea of that any more than being killed.

      “Where are we going?” Big asked.

      “I’ve got a ship waiting,” Oslo said.  “It doesn’t have the pizzaz of your Saturday Night Fever, but it will do the job.”

      “My brothers are waiting for me,” Big said.

      “They won’t miss you too much,” Oslo said.  “They bought mining equipment and gear for spacesuits.  Whatever they have planned, you wouldn’t be much use to them.  Let’s go.”

      They took the lift up, but not to the main level where the majority of people on Trajan Station did business and docked their ships.  Oslo was a regular, with quarters on the station that entitled him to use the VIP docking ring two levels below the main ring.

      “This way,” Oslo declared, leading the way.

      He was a shabby man, his expensive suit showing wear, and his shoes needed a good polish.  He wore a thick gold watch around one wrist and several rings on the fingers of either hand.  It was all for show.  Oslo was a thug, but one Big Candy had thought was a neutral figure among the shadowy characters operating off the grid.  He maintained contacts with reliable people and had a reputation that would be damaged if Big’s disappearance was tied back to him.

      “Who’s paying you?” Big asked.

      “You have to ask?” Oslo said.

      “Since when do you do business with mercs?”

      “Since they work for the Rosenshields.  They are one of my main suppliers.  I’m surprised you didn’t know that, Big Candy.  You should have let the kid win.”

      “I didn’t press the kid,” Big said.  “It was one hand.”

      “Must have been some hand.”

      “He walked away with over eight hundred thousand credits,” Big said.  “What I took didn’t hurt him.  It wasn’t as much as you just took from me, and I’m not angry about it.”

      “People like that don’t like to lose,” Oslo said, as they approached an airlock next to a large viewing portal.

      Big stopped and looked out the transparent section of the space station.  A cargo ship was docked.  It was an old vessel that had clearly seen a lot of use.

      “We’re going in that hulk?” Big Candy asked.

      “You are,” Oslo said.  “I have other business to attend to.”

      “How much are they paying you?” Big asked.  “I thought we were friends.”

      “No, you didn’t,” the gun smuggler replied.  “This isn’t about money.  It’s about maintaining relationships that matter.”

      “I don’t matter?” Big asked.

      “Not in the grand scheme of things,” Oslo said.  “You are entertaining, but you don’t have deep roots.  No one will miss you when you’re gone.”

      “That’s a hell of a thing to say to someone,” Big said, his true emotions showing for the first time.  “I’ll find a way out of this, and when I do I’m coming back for my money.”

      “I won’t hold my breath,” Oslo said.  “Goodbye, Big Candy.  It was nice knowing you.”

      The gun smuggler stepped back, and his guards moved forward, their rifles pointed at Big Candy.  It crossed his mind that it would be better to die fighting Oslo’s thugs than whatever awaited him wherever the cargo ship would take him.  But the odds were he wouldn’t be killed, just physically incapacitated in an extremely painful manner, then delivered to the Rosenshields.

      “Stop right there!” a voice called out.

      Big didn’t move, but a surge of hope swelled within him.  His father had taught Big that a person should never give up, no matter what the odds against him were.  Even when things looked their bleakest, opportunities could be found if a person were willing to look for them.  And Big felt the odds were finally shifting in his favor.
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      Big turned around, but the person shouting wasn’t who he hoped it was.  His brothers were still waiting for them on the Fever.  They had no idea he was in trouble and wouldn’t know until he didn’t return from the game.  And by that time, it would be too late.

      “Where is she?” Sitlik demanded.

      “Who?” Oslo asked.

      One of the gunmen kept his weapon trained on Big Candy; the other shifted his aim.  The weapon was pointing down and away, but the man’s body was angled toward Sitlik, who had several people with him.

      “The girl,” Sitlik growled.  “Don’t play coy with me, Oslo.  I don’t take being cheated lightly.”

      “The serving girl?” Oslo said.  “I haven’t seen her since we completed our transaction.”

      “You’re lying.  You planned all this.”

      “No,” Oslo said.  “I didn’t.”

      “Either produce the girl, or pay me the difference,” Sitlik demanded.  “I had plans for her.”

      “She’s on board that cargo ship,” Big Candy said, hoping that Sitlik might fight Oslo’s people and give him a chance to escape.

      The rifle in the guard’s hand was quiet.  The scream of pain as the rubber bullet hit the side of Big’s knee echoed down the corridor.  Fortunately for the criminals around him, they were on a private level of Trajan Station, and no one who cared heard Big Candy scream.  He fell to the ground, his knee throbbing in agony.  The bullet had bruised him, but that was just on the surface.  The kinetic force of the shot had knocked his knee joint out of place.  The pain was intense.  Big grabbed his leg, and the joint snapped back into place, but there was damage to the cartilage and ligaments.  The pain lessened slightly but didn’t recede.

      “He’s lying,” Oslo said.

      “I didn’t take you for a common thief,” Sitlik said.

      “Big Candy is wanted by some important people.  I’m just delivering him.  I honestly don’t know what happened to the girl.”

      “Then you owe me for her,” Sitlik said.  “One hundred thousand.  And I want the money now.”

      “Fine,” Oslo said.

      He pulled out the wad of bills he had taken from Big Candy and counted out the correct amount.  Big was furious, but there was nothing he could do.  At that moment, just standing up was in doubt.  He certainly couldn’t walk or run away, even if Sitlik’s goons had killed Oslo’s thugs.

      “It’s a shame,” Sitlik said.  “The girl had potential.”

      “So go buy another,” Oslo said.  “What do I care?”

      “I take it your people killed Blind Jack?”

      “We stopped him from killing Big Candy,” Oslo said.  “I’ll dispose of his body soon.”

      “See that you clean up the mess he left behind,” Sitlik said.  “This station is starting to become a haven for undesirables.  Perhaps it’s time to find a new home.”

      “Don’t let me stop you,” Oslo said.

      “Goodbye, Big Candy.  It was a pleasure watching you play,” Sitlik said, before turning on his heel and walking away.

      “Get him on board, and don’t damage him further, if you can help it,” Oslo said.  “The message said to deliver him unharmed.”

      The thugs didn’t reply; they just slung their rifles and grabbed Big by his arms.  They didn’t bother trying to hoist him up.  Instead they dragged him backward through the airlock.  Big wanted to curse the gun runner, but the pain in his leg was so intense he had to clench his teeth to keep from screaming again.

      Oslo watched until the airlock closed.  The men dragged Big Candy to a support post in the cargo ship's huge hold.  There were shackles waiting there.  They snapped the cuffs onto his wrists and left him lying on the dirty deck without saying a word.  A few minutes later, the lights in the cargo hold went off, and Big Candy was trapped in the dark.

      “Hello?” Big Candy said.

      His voice echoed in the cavernous hold of the delivery vessel.  There were metal crates stacked up around him, but he could no longer see anything.  A mild hum grew into a steady rumble as the engines moved the massive ship through space toward the jump point.

      Big had been in some desperate situations in his life.  He was the type of person who was always looking for an angle to exploit.  It made him a good gambler, but a poor applicant for financial assistance through conventional channels.  Instead, he had turned to shadier, less forgiving creditors in his early days.  His father hadn’t approved, and Big kept his business ventures to himself.  He could sell things, but didn’t like the constant shuffle or working for other people.  Nor did he maintain the patience to develop a product or company for long, which meant he always cashed out at the earliest moment.  Eventually, he discovered his talent for reading people and developed his own persona that worked well at the card table.  He stopped trying to fit into society’s mold and embraced his unique size, appetite, and charisma.

      But not everyone warmed to Big Candy.  Some people found him detestable.  He had taken a few late-night beatings.  He had been robbed several times after winning big.  He had lost some games that put him in debt to the kind of people that didn’t mind collecting what was owed in flesh.  Fortunately, Big had always found a way to pay, and eventually he fell into sponsorships with various resorts and casinos that were considered respectable and didn’t want to tarnish that image by roughing up players that lost.  Not that Big lost very often, and when he did he almost always bounced back quickly.

      Big could play poker for days, only leaving the table occasionally to go to the bathroom.  He didn’t need full meals, didn’t get drunk, was patient with slow players, and could put on a good show at the table.  He was a perfect fit for the casinos that catered to families, but still wanted wealthy tourists to drop some serious money at their poker tables.  Perhaps living the cushy life and playing poker with tourists had cost Big his edge.  Beating Desmond Rosenshield had seemed like the right thing to do in the moment.  Perhaps if Easy hadn’t stopped the mercenaries working for the kid they would have roughed him up, and that would have been the end of it.  Or maybe they would have killed him.  It wasn’t completely unheard of for a poker player to simply disappear and never be heard of again.  But it seemed they wanted to make him pay for what Easy had done.

      Big Candy pulled on his shackles, but they were solid.  Testing them only caused him more pain, and he was already in a considerable amount.  His knee had swollen up and was straining the leg of his fleece-lined pants.  Big liked wearing cold weather clothes when he traveled.  He had a t-shirt on, with a sweater vest that covered his ample stomach and a casual jacket that was more for show than for warmth.  The cargo hold wasn’t freezing, but it wasn’t very warm either.  The metal deck plates felt hard, damp, and cold under him.  The pillar he was chained to didn’t make a very good backrest, and there wasn’t enough slack in his bonds for him to lay down.  Standing up wasn’t going to happen with his knee in bad shape.  Things were looking dire, and he didn’t expect them to get better any time soon, maybe never.  He had to face the fact that his life might be over.  He had enjoyed a good run and lived well, even if the Saturday Night Fever was all he had to show for it.  The thought of dying alone at the hands of cruel people who had no soul frightened him.  But if ever he had been in a hopeless situation, he was in one at the moment.  It was a tough reality to face, but he had been raised to take responsibility for his actions and not run away from the hard truth.  And the truth was, he was in big trouble and couldn’t see a way out that didn’t involve a body bag.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      “Who is that?” Hutch demanded.

      “And what is she doing on our ship?” Kitt asked.

      Easy looked at the girl.  She was hiding in the corner between the water tank and the wall of the maintenance space.  It may have seemed safe to her, but in reality she had squeezed into a tight space with no way out.  And if she had seemed small and scared down in the room where Big Candy was playing cards, she seemed even more so in the maintenance space on the Saturday Night Fever.

      “She was serving drinks down in the room where Big’s playing cards,” Easy said.

      “So why is she up here?” Hutch asked.

      “Did someone send you in here?” Kitt demanded.

      “Take it easy,” Easy said.

      The girl shook her head.

      “Big Candy didn’t send you to the ship?” Easy asked.

      The girl shook her head again.

      “Where are her parents?” Kitt asked.

      “I doubt they’re anywhere on Trajan Station,” Hutch said.

      “She’s a runaway?” Kitt pressed.

      “Maybe originally,” Easy said.  “But she’s not here because she wants to be.  We’re not going to hurt you.  Come on out of there.”

      “What are you saying?” Kitt asked, as Easy extended a hand to the girl.

      “Exactly what it sounds like,” Easy said.

      “Oh,” Kitt said.

      “She’s got to belong to someone,” Hutch said.  “I don’t mean that like it sounds.  I’m just saying she doesn’t belong here.”

      “Let’s just let her explain,” Easy said.

      The girl took his hand very tentatively.  She was trembling.  He didn’t pull her.  She came out of the tight space slowly, her eyes big.

      “Let’s go up to the galley,” Kitt said.  “She looks hungry.”

      “I second that notion,” Hutch said.  “I could eat something myself.”

      They left the maintenance space, leaving Easy alone with the young girl who was still trembling at the edge of the water tank.

      “We’re not going to hurt you,” Easy said.

      “Can’t you just leave me in here?” she whispered.  “I won’t take up any space.  You don’t even have to feed me.”

      “No,” Easy said.  “We won’t leave you in here.  If you want our help you can have it, but you can’t just stow away down here.  Besides, I don’t think you would make it very long without some food and water.”

      She nodded, clearly terrified.  Easy opened the maintenance hatch and stepped out into the corridor, holding the door open for the girl.  She followed slowly, looking around.  The lighting on the Fever was excellent, so Easy saw the girl’s bruises and scars clearly.

      “How old are you?” Easy asked.

      The girl shrugged her narrow shoulders.  “Don’t know.”

      “What about a name?”

      “I… used to be called…Tiffany.”

      She said her name in a whisper.  Easy didn’t repeat it out loud and just nodded.  Then he led her up the stairs to the galley.  Her eyes were big and couldn’t hide her fright.  They shifted around, taking in the large, open common space.  Hutch was already behind the counter, heating water and adding ramen to the broth that was flavored with powder and dehydrated vegetables.

      Kitt had a glass of water on the bar and a loaf of bread they had purchased before leaving Esbe Four.  He gave her a reassuring smile and turned one of the barstools toward the girl.

      “You can sit down,” he said.  “Tell us what’s going on while we fix you something to eat.”

      She didn’t do anything until Easy pushed the bread toward her.  It was a small loaf of soft yeast bread.  She picked it up and took a large bite.

      “She’s hungry,” Hutch said.  “Things will be better when you’ve eaten.  Problems always seem worse than they are on an empty stomach.”

      “He’s not wrong,” Kitt said.

      “Her name is Tiffany,” Easy said.

      “Welcome aboard, Tiffany,” Kitt said.  “You’re safe here.”

      Easy saw the uncertain looks passing between his brothers.  They were all old enough to be her father, perhaps even grandfather, if any of them had managed to hold onto relationships long enough.  Taking care of a young girl was way outside of their comfort zone.

      “You were serving drinks down at the poker game,” Easy said.  “Did your shift end?”

      Tiffany shook her head, holding the bread close to her mouth, and spoke in a quiet voice.  “Oslo sold me to Sitlik.”

      “Sold you?” Kitt said, still not quite able to wrap his mind around the reality that the girl had been a slave.

      “So you ran away?” Easy said, feeling a rising sense of dread.

      “Had to,” Tiffany said.  “The girls down in the dungeon…they…they…”

      “You don’t have to explain it to us,” Easy said.  “We understand.”

      “How long have you been here?” Hutch asked, as he set a bowl of steaming noodles in front of her.

      Tiffany shrugged.  “I was brought by the Gray Boys when they didn’t want me no more.  They traded me to Dust-Off, and after that he traded me to Oslo.  Sitlik is the worst though.  He’s the worst of ‘em all.”

      “Eat your noodles,” Kitt said.  “My brothers and I need to talk.”

      “You ain’t gonna send me back there, are you?  Please don’t. I can do anything.”

      She got up and put her hand on Kitt’s belt buckle.  He staggered back as if he had been struck by a hard blow.  Easy almost laughed at his brother, but the situation with Tiffany was just too tragic.

      “No one is sending you back to those people,” Easy said.  “You eat.  We’ll take you somewhere safe.”

      “Thank you,” she said, crawling back up onto the barstool.

      The look of terror in her eyes was still there.  If she felt any hope at all, it wasn’t visible.  Easy felt sick to his stomach.  He was a man, and he certainly liked women, but the thought of taking a young girl captive and forcing her to serve his every whim seemed detestable to him.  And Tiffany could barely be more than seventeen at the most, which meant she had been taken and abused when she was just a child.

      Easy walked over to the far side of the pool table where Kitt and Hutch were waiting for him.

      “Why the hell did you tell her that for?” Hutch asked in an anxious whisper.

      “We aren’t sending her back,” Kitt said.

      “Look, I don’t like it, but we’re already on the bad side of one gang of rough people,” Hutch said.  “Can we really afford to piss someone else off?”

      “If they come looking for a fight,” Easy said quietly.  “We’ll give them one.”

      “Hey!  All I’m saying is that we’re supposed to be heading into contested space.  We can’t do that with a minor we don’t really know.”

      “We could take her home,” Kitt said.

      “Odds are she doesn’t have one,” Easy said.  “Maybe she ran away from an abusive situation or lost her parents in an accident.  But the people trafficking young girls, or boys for that matter, pick them up off the street.  They target kids with no family, no one to miss them.  If the matter ever gets looked into, it goes nowhere.”

      “How the hell do you know so much about this?” Kitt said.

      “We took down a couple of trafficking rings when I was working Naval Intelligence,” Easy said.  “We were fully briefed.”

      “This is barbaric,” Kitt said, shaking his head.

      “People have enslaved and trafficked other people as long as people have been recording history.  Look it up,” Easy said.

      “Yeah, well, the point is we don’t know what to do with a child,” Hutch said.

      “We aren’t leaving her here,” Kitt insisted.  “You want to do that, you'll have to leave me here too.”

      “And me,” Easy said.

      Hutch rolled his eyes, starting to lose his temper.  “She doesn’t belong to us.”

      “She doesn’t belong to anyone,” Kitt insisted.

      “You guys see everything in black and white,” Hutch said.  “Consider the fact that whoever traded for her has an investment in the girl.  They won’t just forget about that.”

      “It’s a non-negotiable issue,” Kitt said.

      “We need to get Big Candy and leave this space station,” Easy said.

      “Alright, you want to go get him?” Hutch said.  Kitt gave him a hard look.  “What?  He’s the only one of us who knows where Big is.”

      “Big Candy?” Tiffany asked from across the room.

      “Yes, the big man playing cards,” Easy said.

      “Oslo took him,” she said, nibbling the last of her bread.  The bowl of noodles was empty, and so was the glass of water.  “Or he will, as soon as the game ends.”

      “What?” Kitt asked.

      Easy led the trio of older men back to where the young girl sat.

      “Who is Oslo?”

      “He runs guns, and some other things,” the girl said.  “He keeps a tavern here, the Star Rise.”

      “Why does he want Big?” Kitt asked.

      The girl shrugged.  “I heard him talking about it.  Talking about taking him to the meet-up off station.”

      “What does that mean?” Hutch asked.

      “I don’t know.  He never took me anywhere,” Tiffany said.

      “The Rosenshields,” Easy said.  “Stay here!”

      He jogged into his cabin.

      “What are we going to do now?” Hutch whispered furiously.

      “Whatever Easy tells us to do, I guess,” Kitt said.  “And make sure the ship is ready to fly the moment he gets back.”

      “And what if the girl’s people come looking for her while Easy is gone?”

      “We’ll tell them she isn’t here,” Kitt said.

      “Don’t do that.  Don’t pretend like it’s no big deal, man.  We’re talking about criminals who wouldn’t think twice about killing us.”

      “If they come back, we’ll deal with them,” Kitt said.

      “We will?” Hutch asked.

      “Damn right, we will,” Kitt said.  “I seem to remember you were pretty handy in a fight.”

      “We aren’t kids anymore,” Hutch hissed angrily.  “Come on, Kitt.  We’re going to put our lives on the line for a total stranger?”

      “It seems to me our lives are already on the line,” Kitt said.  “You know what Dad would have said.”

      “Dad is dead.  He’s been dead for over twenty years now.  This is our lives, our decision to make.”

      “So make up your mind,” Kitt said.  “You’re either with us or against us.  I’m sure you can find a ride off Trajan Station.  You can go back to building computer systems for people you don’t know.”

      “At least it was an honest living,” Hutch declared.

      “That’s right.  You have a good career, and no one would blame you for going back to it.  But I’m at the end of the line.  A few more months and they’ll yank my commercial license.  I can’t hardly get a job anymore.  Soon I’ll be forced into retirement.  I don’t want that, Hutch.  I want my life to mean something.  And after thirty plus years the only thing that I can honestly say I’m proud of is that we didn’t kick this kid out of our ship.  You get where I’m coming from?”

      “Who says our lives have to mean something?”

      Before Kitt could reply, Easy came out of his room wearing a combat vest with tactical webbing.  It was covered with a padded flak jacket.  There was a serious-looking pistol strapped to his thigh and a military rifle hung from a sling around his neck.

      “I’m going to get Big Candy,” Easy said.  “Lock up the ship, make sure she’s ready to fly the moment we get back.”

      “Roger that,” Kitt said.

      “And the girl?” Hutch demanded.

      “She stays,” Easy replied.  “I’ll be back soon.”

      “You better be,” Hutch said.  “Don’t go get yourself killed over Big Candy.”

      “What happened to you, Hutch?” Kitt said.  “You used to be a man of principle.”

      “Reality isn’t based on the principles that dad taught us,” Hutch said.  “Looking out for other people never got me anywhere in life.”

      “It’s not about what you get, it’s about who you are.”

      “Well, I’m the type of person who doesn’t have his head in the clouds,” Hutch said.  “Call me a realist.  No offense, kid, but you aren’t my problem.  Why should I put my neck on the line?”

      “That’s enough,” Kitt said.

      “It’s a hard truth, but that’s just the way the galaxy is,” Hutch said.  “We can take her to the next stop, but she can’t stay with us.  That wouldn’t be right.”

      “Now you’re worried about right and wrong?”

      “I’m worried about the message it would send to anyone who looks into what we’re up to.  And I think it’s best that she stays in one of the guest cabins where no one else is around.”

      “Fine, she could probably use some rest.  I’ll show her where she can stay.”

      Kitt waited while Tiffany slid off her barstool.  The frightened look in her big eyes was back.  But there was nothing they could do to prove she was safe.  She would just have to wait and see for herself.  He took her to one of the unoccupied rooms.  It had dark red bedding, and Kitt showed her how to lock the door.

      “No one can come in unless you let them,” he said.

      “Okay,” Tiffany said, clearly not believing him.

      “You’re safe here.  I promise.  I’m not sure what we’ll do for you, but we’ll figure something out.  And it will be better, that much I can say.”

      She nodded and closed the door.  He heard the lock click and looked over at his brother.  Hutch didn’t look happy, but Kitt was sure they were doing the right thing.  And that was enough for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Kitt, you’re on communications,” Easy snapped, his voice taking on the familiar role of doling out orders.  “Hutch, get on the computer and pull up a map of this facility.”

      Both men looked surprised but got moving.  Easy didn’t wait for them as he put on his old training helmet.  It was a plain, custom-fitted skull cap that covered his forehead to the back of his neck, but left his ears uncovered.  The com-link earpiece dangled from the right side of the helmet.  He slipped it into his ear as he hurried down the stairs and through the corridor that led to the cargo hold.

      He couldn’t deny the fact that it felt good to be back in action.  He wasn’t in full battle rattle, just an armored vest and flak jacket.  He had kept as much of his gear as he was able to keep upon being discharged.  The pistol on his right thigh was a Cummings Military and Police Adjustable laser weapon.  It had a variety of uses, from cutting through locks with a sustained laser, to simple stunning blasts that could take just about anyone out of a fight.  Easy had been the recipient of the pistol’s stun feature more than once.  It wasn’t pleasant to say the least.

      In his hands he held a fully automatic Dyson Warhammer.  Most soldiers called it a Dee-Dub.  The rifle had a laser, cartridge, and even grenade firing capability.  It was made from black titanium, with a metal hydrogen barrel that sent rounds downrange with almost zero friction.  It was a complex machine, yet incredibly rugged.  Easy had used it on countless missions.  The weapon was more of a threat than a useful tool in the space station.  The depleted uranium cartridges would shoot through the facility’s walls, which made them too dangerous to use.  The laser function, on its lowest setting, was more viable in his current situation, although he hoped he could intimidate the people holding Big Candy, rather than kill them.

      “Easy, are you picking me up?” Kitt’s voice was laced with a twinge of static as it came through the com-link’s earpiece.

      “Roger that, Kitt,” Easy replied.  “Five by, five, over.”

      “The Star Rise is a saloon,” Hutch said.  “When you get to the central hub, take the second concourse to your right.”

      “Copy, second concourse to the right, over.”

      “It should be halfway down, on the right,” Kitt added.  “What are you planning to do?”

      “Find Big, over.”

      “What if he isn’t there?” Kitt pressed.

      “I’ll find out where he is,” Easy said.  “Trust me, over.”

      “And what if he’s dead?” Hutch asked.

      The question was a legitimate one.  The people pursuing them had tried to kill them all by planting an explosive device on their ship.  He had to face the fact that he might be too late.  That he might find his big brother dead at their hands, and if so, Easy wasn’t sure how he would respond.  He was armed and dangerous.  People meandering through the station who saw him gave way, their eyes opening wide with fright.

      “We’ll cross that river when we come to it,” Easy said.  “Is the ship ready to fly? Over.”

      “She will be,” Kitt said.

      “Alright, stay on comms.  I’ll keep you updated.  Easy out.”

      He picked up his pace, jogging quickly around the edge of the station’s central hub.  It was much more crowded than the docking corridor had been.  There were stares and people pointing.  Most looked angry.  They didn’t like seeing him in his military gear.  Easy guessed it was too much of a reminder of the GU’s authority, and most of the people on Trajan Station were there to avoid law enforcement.  Easy didn’t look like a cop, but all of his gear was government issued, which clearly sent a strong message to the other people on the station.  None of them tried to stop him though, which was good.  Easy didn’t want to hurt anyone.  It might have been better to go looking for Big in his street clothes with his weapons concealed, but he wanted a little shock and awe.  If the thugs trying to hurt Big Candy thought they were just a bunch of old men, they had another thing coming.

      Not that Easy was young.  His knees began to hurt almost as soon as he started running.  And he didn’t have the stamina that he used to possess.  Still, he could run three miles in full armor without stopping.  The space station wasn’t that big, and he wasn’t in full armor.  He could feel the sweat breaking out across his body, but he wasn’t yet breathing hard.

      The second concourse came into view.  It was wider than the docking arm.  Most of the overhead lights were burned out or broken, making it appear to be twilight in the long hallway.  Easy flipped the visor down on his training helmet.  It was made of smart glass which would darken in brightly lit environments and conversely could enhance his vision in low light. Everything went from gloomy to sharp.  The visor came down just past his eyes, leaving the lower half of his face exposed.  He would have preferred to go into combat with a real battle helmet and full armor, but that wasn’t an option.  Neither was a full-fledged fight.  He was just one man, and they were on a space station.  The odds weren’t on his side.

      “I see it,” Easy said.  “Heading toward the Star Rise Saloon now, standby.”

      He slowed as he approached the place.  There were a few patrons inside lingering near the bar.  A droid was providing drinks.  It didn’t look like a friendly place, but Easy wouldn’t let that stop him.

      “I’m looking for Oslo Djokovic,” Easy demanded.  “Where is he?”

      The drinkers looked up for a moment, eyed his armor and weapons, then turned back to their drinks.

      “Master Oslo is not present in the Star Rise Saloon,” the droid said in its mechanical voice.

      “Where is he?” Easy asked.

      “I am not aware of that precise information,” the droid said.

      “Hutch,” Easy said, “I need to know what Oslo looks like.  Over.”

      “Yeah, okay, just a second,” Hutch replied over the com-link.

      Easy headed for the door at the back of the saloon.  It was marked EMPLOYEES ONLY, but that didn’t stop Easy.  He heard the droid behind him calling out in its mechanical voice, “That is a restricted area.”

      He pushed through the door and found the storage area for the bar.  Kegs lined one side; boxes filled the other.  Easy made his way through the open space and found another door.  It was a heavy metal one, with an electrical lock that seemed out of place in the aging space station.  Easy tried the door, but it didn’t open.  He stepped back, pointed his rifle at the lock’s control pad, and fired a laser blast.  The unit sizzled, and sparks flew out into the dark storage room, but the door popped open.

      Easy pulled the door wide to reveal a stairwell.  He started down the steps, knowing he was being careless and going too fast.  There was no telling who or what waited down below.  There could even be a tripwire or pressure-sensitive step that would detonate some type of IED.  But Easy felt his time slipping away.  The longer Oslo Djokovic held Big Candy captive, the more likely it was that the gangster would kill his brother.

      At the bottom of the stairs was another heavy door, but it had a push bar that allowed him through without having to wreck anything.  The other side was Oslo’s personal quarters.  He was in what amounted to a living room.  Furniture was clustered around a large view panel.  The kitchen was stacked with dirty dishes, and bags of trash waiting to be carried to the space station’s automated sanitation chute lay around.  Everything was shabby.  The furniture was well-made, but old and worn.  Dust covered every surface.  And there was a musty smell to the quarters.

      Easy checked the bedroom, finding an unmade bed and a large wardrobe full of expensive clothes and shoes, but no sign of Oslo.  He was headed back to the living room when he heard a hatch swish open, and voices.  Easy moved to the doorway and waited, listening.

      “… then get to the ship.  I want to be at the rendezvous as soon as the Rosenshields hand over the weapons.  This could go a long way to getting us back to where we want to be.”

      “Yes, sir,” said another voice.

      Easy let his rifle dangle and pulled his pistol from his thigh holster.  He checked the setting, making sure it was on stun, then stepped out of the bedroom.  It was gloomy enough that the skinny man in the business suit didn’t see him.  The second man was former military and spotted Easy right away.  It was obvious from the man’s build and how he reacted to seeing the intruder that he had military training.  Unfortunately, he wasn’t fast enough getting the weapon that he kept tucked into the back of his pants.  Easy fired his pistol.  The stun level laser flashed, and the security man was knocked off his feet, his entire body stiffening as he hit the floor face first.  Blood gushed and spattered across the floor, which needed a good scrub anyway.

      “Oh!” the man in the business suit shouted in alarm.

      He watched his associate fall to the floor, then scrambled toward the door of the apartment.

      “Don’t move,” Easy said.  “Get on your knees!”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “Olso Djokovic,” Easy said.  “That was easy.  The question is, do you know who I am?”

      The gun runner’s fear ebbed into fury as he got down on his knees and held his hands in the air.  It was a universal posture of surrender, but the look of loathing in the man’s eyes told Easy all he needed to know.  Like most criminals he was a coward, but he would kill Easy if the opportunity presented itself.

      “No, I don’t know you,” Oslo said.  “But I will make it my mission in life to find out who you are.  And then I’ll come after you.”

      “That’s nice,” Easy said, approaching the man.  “I’ll make it easy on you.  I’m Big Candy McCoy’s brother.  Where is he?”

      Oslo chuckled.  “His brother?  Bah, why waste your time?”

      “Like I said, he’s my brother.  Now tell me where he is.”

      “I cannot,” Oslo said.

      Easy pressed the business end of his pistol against the criminal’s head hard enough to make him tilt a little to the side.

      “Try,” Easy ordered.

      “Okay, okay,” Oslo said.  “I sent him to Varsog in the Zimmer system.”

      “You sent him?”

      “Some powerful people want your brother,” Oslo said.  “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Is he dead or alive?” Easy asked, his stomach a knot of fear as he waited for the answer.

      “Alive, okay?  He is alive.”

      “Who wanted him?”

      “Mace Sinclair.”

      “Who is that?” Easy asked, pressing the gun again.

      “He’s a security boss for the Rosenshield family,” Oslo said.  “That information could cost me my life.  You get that, right?”

      “Not telling me everything I want to know will cost you for certain,” Easy said.  “Are they taking him to Varsog North or South?”

      “South,” Oslo said.  “My people will transfer your brother to a shuttle in orbit, then Mace will take him.”

      “Tell me everything you know about where they are taking him.”

      “It’s a private facility.  It’s the headquarters of the security firm Mace owns, but it’s just a shell corp, they use it for off-book business.”

      “What’s it look like?”

      “It’s just a warehouse, okay?  Just a big empty space.  Maybe some contraband they skimmed.  An elevated office in one corner, but I’m not really certain.  I’ve only been there once on business.  I wasn’t invited on a tour.”

      “Why does this Mace want my brother?”

      “I don’t know,” Oslo said.

      Easy shoved the gun into the man’s head.  It wasn’t a damaging blow, but hard enough to inflict some pain.

      “Hey!  Come on, I’m telling you everything here.”

      “It’s not much help,” Easy said.

      “It’s all I know.  I got the message that said ‘send him,’ so I complied.”

      “If you’re lying to me I’ll be back,” Easy threatened.  “And the next time my weapon won’t be set to stun.”

      Easy stepped back from Oslo, who turned and started to say something, but Easy shot him in the chest.  Oslo, still on his knees, was thrown onto his side and curled into a fetal position.  Easy stepped over him and looked down at the dirty businessman.  Letting him live was a risk, but killing him was too.  Easy holstered his pistol and took hold of the Dee-Dub rifle hanging across his chest on its sling.

      “If we meet again, one of us dies,” Easy said.

      It only took a few moments to cross the room and climb the stairs.  When he pushed open the door to the saloon he knew instantly that something was wrong.  The patrons were gone, and the security gate that covered the entrance was pulled down into the locked position, and the lights were off.

      “Don’t,” a gruff voice said as Easy started to pull back into the storage room he had passed through.  “Step forward and drop that rifle.”

      Easy did as he was told, unclipping the rifle from the harness and holding it out from his body with one hand.  He was careful not to let his free hand move toward the pistol on his thigh, which the men on either side of the door were watching for.  There were three in all.  One on either side of the door, and one behind the bar.  The third man rose up with a pistol in one hand.  They weren’t former soldiers but rough characters.

      As discreetly as possible, Easy lowered his right hand, keeping it away from the pistol.  Instead, he drew his fingers up into the sleeve of his flak jacket and slipped his index finger into the ring of the curved karambit knife he kept there.

      “See, that wasn’t so hard,” the speaker said.  He was on Easy’s left side.  “Mr. Djokovic will be pleased.”

      “Are we taking him down or holding him here?” the man on Easy’s right side said as he took the rifle from him.

      “Here is good,” the man on the left said.

      “Yeah,” Easy said.  “It works for me.”

      “Shut your—”

      Easy moved quicker than the men expected, swaying back and ramming the short curved blade of the karambit into the man on his right.  The blade sank in deep, just under the man’s ribs.  He fired the pistol he was holding, but it wasn’t pointed at Easy, who had moved backward.  The laser shot took the talker on Easy’s left straight in the face.  The man dropped dead, just as Easy tugged the man on his right over and directly into the field of fire from the barman’s pistol.  Light flashed, and the gunman grunted as Easy grabbed his rifle with one hand and started pushing the thug backward.  Easy was holding the man up with the knife that was hooked under the man’s rib cage.  He backpedaled as Easy pushed forward.  Another flash from the bar.  Easy felt the impact of the laser blast, and the thug dropped.  Easy went down on one knee, releasing his knife and drawing his pistol.  He brought the weapon to bear just as the barman rose up behind the thick counter to get a shot at Easy.

      Laser light flashed as Easy took the barman down with a shot to the face.  The man behind the bar dropped his pistol and fell backward, stunned.  Easy would have preferred to kill the man, who had tried three times to kill him and failed in each attempt.  Still, he didn’t want to get embroiled in a fight with whoever else Olso Djokovic employed.  So he hurried to the security gate, found the lock, and smashed it with the butt of his rifle.  The cage rattled as he rolled it back into the recessed overhead chamber.  Outside the saloon, the corridor seemed empty.

      “Kitt, you read me?  Over.” Easy asked on the com-link.

      “Yeah, we’ve got you,” Kitt said.  “Lost you for a bit, but you’re coming through loud and clear now.”

      “Good.  Set a course for the Zimmer system.  That’s where they took Big Candy. Over.”

      

      “They took him?” Kitt asked.  “Who was it?”

      “Djokovic, on orders from the Rosenshield security team.  I’m guessing the same guy we met at the resort.  Over.”

      Easy hurried back down to the central hub of the space station.  He was in a full run, his head moving back and forth as he scanned for enemies.  He saw surprised looks and angry scowls, but no one who presented as an enemy.  In the Navy he had trained for years in urban warfare.  It was a central theater of RAKE operations, since most of their targets were insurgents and rebels hidden in highly populated areas.  He knew how to spot a combatant even in a crowd.

      “Unbelievable,” Hutch said.  “Where are you?”

      “On my way back,” Easy said.  “We should dust off as soon as the hatch seals behind me.  Over.

      “We’ll be ready,” Kitt said calmly.  “All systems are go, setting the hyperspace coordinates for the Zimmer system now.”

      “There’s not much there,” Hutch said.  “Varsog only has two cities, one on either pole.  There’s too much solar interference.  They don’t run a lot of computer systems there.  It’s too expensive.”

      “But perfect for people who prefer their privacy,” Kitt said.

      “I see the airlock,” Easy said.  “Standby.”

      He was still running flat out.  The odds of more of Oslo’s men coming after him grew higher with each passing second.  He was almost to the airlock when the first shot hit him.

      Easy was knocked to the floor, his shoulder aching but not bleeding.  He had been shot with non-lethals before.  The rubber slugs packed a punch, but couldn’t penetrate his flak jacket.  Easy hit the deck, his momentum making him slide across the dirty floor.  He rolled to his left toward the center of the corridor to give him the most room to maneuver.  There were three men charging down the hall, expecting that he would be incapacitated by the shot.  Instead, he raised his Dee-Dub.  Two of the runners fired at him.  One shot flashed over his head; the other bounced off the floor to his right.  Easy fired back, his first laser blast catching the lead runner in the chest.  The man dropped and tripped another one of the runners.  The third was aiming his rifle, but Easy fired first.  The shot hit the man in the stomach.  He fell, screaming in pain.  Easy wondered briefly if the criminals working for Oslo Djokovic were paid enough to put their lives on the line.

      As Easy got to his feet, he kept his rifle trained on the fallen men.  One was dead; another was writhing in pain and wailing.  The third, the man who had tripped, stayed down and didn’t move.  His rifle lay on the deck, still within reach, but his hands were flat on the floor.  The man never looked up as Easy stepped over to the airlock and hit the activation switch.

      “What just happened?” Kitt said over the com-link as Easy stepped through the airlock and into the cargo hold of the Fever.

      “Did you really just shoot someone?” Hutch asked.

      “Get us out of here!” Easy demanded.

      “Yeah, okay,” Kitt said.  “Releasing the docking clamps now.”

      Easy leaned against the cold wall of the cargo hold and slid down to the floor.  A sense of despair rose up and threatened to overtake him.  He wasn’t frightened by the gun fight or the fact that he had almost been captured by the criminals.  His shoulder ached, but it wasn’t injured.  Bruises would heal, he knew.  What he really feared was that he was too late.  Guilt for not staying with Big Candy was like a weight on his shoulders, pushing him down.  Maybe if Easy hadn’t left to get the mining equipment on the ship, Big Candy wouldn’t be in the hands of criminals and on his way to the Zimmer system.  It was a terrible feeling knowing someone had taken his brother.  Easy felt furious but helpless at the same time.  The odds were good they would never see Big Candy again.  He would probably disappear, tortured to death, his body vaporized to destroy any evidence that might tie the perpetrators to the crime.

      Easy wanted to scream and smash his fists into the metal walls of the ship, but that wouldn’t help matters.  Instead, he got to his feet, checked his weapons, and went upstairs to tell his brothers what had happened, and what they were facing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are we being followed?” Easy asked as he entered the cockpit.

      “No,” Hutch said, his focus on the monitors where he was scanning the ship’s radar and visual feeds.  “There are other ships inbound, but none have left the station after us.”

      “We have a clear path to the jump point,” Kitt added.  “We’ll be there in eight minutes.”

      “What the hell kind of mess did you get us into?” Hutch demanded, looking up from his computer monitors.

      “Nothing to worry about now,” Easy replied.  “But the Rosenshields have Big Candy.  We have to get him back.”

      “And how exactly are we going to do that?” Hutch said.  “Rush in, guns blazing.  No thanks.  Big got himself into this mess, and he can get himself out.”

      “We wouldn’t be here if not for him,” Easy said.

      “We wouldn’t be at risk of being killed, you mean,” Hutch retorted.

      “He’s right, Hutch,” Kitt said.  “There’s no way we could test the coordinates on the nav computer you found if Big didn’t have this ship.”

      “We all contributed,” Hutch replied.  “And in case you haven’t noticed, we aren’t even headed to the Fanning Belt.  We’re too busy trying to bail Big Candy out of the latest mess he’s gotten himself into.”

      “We don’t leave people behind,” Easy said.

      “This isn’t the Navy,” Hutch said.  “And we’re not at war.  We should change course and head straight for the Harpazo system.”

      The brothers fell silent.  Like any group of siblings, it wasn’t unusual for the brothers to argue and disagree, but they were on a course that was dangerous, and Kitt wanted them all on the same page.

      “You really want to leave Big Candy in the hands of criminals?”

      “He spent his whole life with that sort of people,” Hutch argued.  “Why are we putting our necks on the line to save him now?”

      “Because it’s the right thing to do,” Easy said.

      “Are you sure about that?” Hutch argued.  “I mean, no offense, Easy, but maybe you like going to war.  Maybe this is more about you than it is about Big Candy.”

      “That’s a low blow, Hutch,” Kitt said.

      “I know it, and I’m not proud of it, but it had to be considered,” Hutch replied.  “We’re minutes away from jumping into a hostile system.  There could be a dozen ships there waiting to blow us into stardust.  They tried once already.’

      “If you don’t want to go, drop me off and I’ll go myself,” Easy said.

      “Why the hell do you care about him so much?” Hutch shouted.  “What did he ever do for you?”

      “We all need to step back and take a breath,” Kitt said.  “I set the jump to take us just inside the Zimmer system.  We can take stock from there without getting into trouble.”

      “Whatever,” Hutch said.

      Easy left the cockpit, and Kitt focused on the ship’s controls.  In space, the Saturday Night Fever wasn’t hard to pilot.  Kitt had pointed her in the right direction, and there was really nothing more to do than wait.  He wouldn’t even actually make the jump to hyperspace himself.  The speed was so extreme that the ship’s onboard computer actually fired the hyperspace drive.  All Kitt needed to do was push the levers forward and feed power to the system.  The computer would make the highly specific jump down to the millisecond.  He slid the throttles forward, and a moment later the ship took off, moving through outer space at many times faster than the speed of light.

      “Two hours, ten minutes,” Kitt told Hutch.

      “And then what?”

      “Then we find out if there is anything we can do to save our big brother,” Kitt said.  “Now let's go make sure Easy’s okay.”

      They found him at the bar opening a bottle of beer.  Easy didn’t look happy or sad.  He didn’t seem mad about Hutch’s comments, just determined to stick to his guns about what the right course of action was.

      “Maybe we could all use one of those,” Kitt said, pointing at the beer.

      “Might as well,” Hutch said.  “It could be the last chance we ever get.”

      Easy bent down, retrieved two more bottles.  The bar in the corner of the common room was small, but well-stocked.  There was just enough room for the three men to stand and talk.  Easy popped the caps off the bottles using an opener that was built into the serving side of the bar.  Then he set the bottles down on the smooth wooden counter.  The bar had a thick pad on the side facing out into the room and a brass rail along the bottom.  Kitt leaned against the padded edge and propped one foot on the rail.  Hutch snatched up the bottle of beer and drank half of it in one long draught.

      “Let’s all just stay calm,” Kitt said.  “Getting angry won’t help us figure this out.  Easy, what did you find out about Big?”

      “That Oslo took him and put him on a cargo ship headed to the Zimmer system on the orders of a Mace Sinclair, who is one of the security bosses working for the Rosenshields.”

      “Great,” Hutch said, before taking another drink.

      “Apparently this Mace has a warehouse on Varsog South,” Easy continued.  “That’s all Oslo knew.”

      “Easy enough to fill in the details from there,” Hutch said.  “They’ll torture him into admitting he doesn’t have the money he stole.”

      “Big Candy didn’t steal their money,” Kitt said.  “He won it.”

      “It’s the same thing,” Hutch said.

      “No, it’s not the same,” Kitt said.  “You and I might never put our money at risk, but no one forced the Rosenshield kid to play.”

      “But Big Candy is a professional gambler,” Hutch said.  “I’m not saying he cheats, but I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      “That’s neither here nor there,” Kitt said.  “We need to focus on what we can do.”

      “We could pay them,” Hutch said.  “We’d have to sell the ship and give up our claim to any of the money.  And there’s no guarantee we could get enough to pay his debt or that they wouldn’t kill him even if we did.”

      “I agree,” Kitt said, looking at Easy.  “What do you think we should do?”

      “Find out what we can do,” Easy said.  “We’re not helpless.  We’ve got skills.”

      “But we’re not soldiers like you,” Hutch said.  “I doubt there’s much I can do with my computer skills.”

      “Can you hack into their security feed?” Easy asked.

      Hutch hesitated, clearly not wanting to answer.  When he did, he was noncommittal.  “Maybe.”

      “So maybe we can figure this out,” Easy said.

      “It’s worth a shot,” Kitt said.

      “They’ll see us coming a mile away,” Hutch pointed out.

      “We could land on Varsog North,” Kitt said.  “Rent a shuttle down to the south pole.”

      “And then what?  Hutch asked.  “Say we find him.  We can’t sneak in and get him.  Not with the Fever on the far side of the planet.”

      “He’s right,” Easy said.  “You’ll have to wait with the ship.”

      “Alright,” Kitt said.  “I can do that.  I’ll keep her on the dark side of the planet until you call.”

      “We’ll need a distraction,” Hutch said.  “We can’t just roll up to the front door and knock.”

      “Maybe I can help,” a small voice said.

      They all turned and saw Tiffany standing nearby.  She had a blanket around her narrow shoulders, but she had washed her face and looked less frightened.

      “That’s generous of you,” Kitt said.  “But we could never put you at risk like that.”

      “I want to help,” she said.

      Easy heard a note of defiance in her voice, a bit of her rebellious nature coming through.

      “I’ve been around these types of people for a long time,” she went on.  “I can probably get closer than any of you.”

      “It’s worth a shot,” Easy said, earning a smile from Tiffany.

      “This is crazy,” Hutch insisted.

      “We won’t really know what we can and can’t do until we get there,” Easy said.  “But we can go in, have a look, and put together a plan.  The more resources we have the better.”

      “It could be dangerous,” Kitt said.  “Are you sure you want to help?”

      “Yes,” Tiffany said without hesitation.  “I can do a lot more than wait tables and serve drinks.”

      “No doubt,” Easy said.

      “I guess it’s no less risky than being on this ship with us,” Hutch said.  “No matter what we’ll probably be running for our lives just to get out of the system.”

      “Alright then,” Kitt said.  “As long as we can make planetfall, you can help.”

      “I’ve got gear to prep,” Easy said.

      “I’ll start looking into this Mace Sinclair,” Hutch said.

      “Let’s do this then,” Kitt said, trying his best to sound excited and not scared.

      It was the right thing to do, he had no doubts about that.  And his father had taught them to do right even when it was difficult.  He had said, Doing the right thing is what separates us from others, it’s what makes us men.  Kitt had always tried to do what was right, even when it left him holding the proverbial bag from time to time.  But going after Big Candy wasn’t just right–it was going to be difficult and extremely dangerous.  Kitt had nerves of steel in the cockpit, but he didn’t like his brothers risking their lives.  They had only been back together for a couple of weeks, and while it wasn’t perfect he liked being a family again.  It was something he wasn’t ready to lose, but like it or not, it was all out of his hands.  All Kitt could do was go back to the cockpit, keep an eye on the ship’s systems, and wait.
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      The ship came out of hyperspace into the designated area for incoming traffic to the Zimmer system, with new jump coordinates already loaded in the navigation computer just in case whoever took Big Candy was waiting for them.

      “Looks clear,” Kitt said.

      “Radar is good,” Hutch said.  “We’re the only ship around.”

      “Not much traffic,” Kitt pointed out.  “I was hoping we could blend in a little better.”

      “Nothing about this ship blends in,” Hutch pointed out.

      “But we’re not the only Endurance class ship in space,” Easy pointed out.  “When you make plans to put us down on Varsog North, they’ll lose track of us.  If they’re even watching for us at all.”

      They were in the shadow of the planet, which was a barren rock with a thin atmosphere, except at the poles.  Whatever moisture there was on the little world, the extreme heat from the system star caused it to gather in the far north and south.  From space it looked like the planet had just a sliver of green on its top and bottom.

      “Who would have ever thought to settle here?” Hutch said.

      “People who don’t like crowds?” Tiffany suggested.

      She was strapped into Big Candy’s oversized chair and still had the blanket around her narrow shoulders.  She had fled from Trajan Station with just the skimpy clothes on her back, so the blanket was necessary to keep her warm.  Easy had offered her a jacket, but it was too large.  She looked like a little child in Big’s chair.

      “That’s a fact,” Kitt said.  “Can’t be more than a couple hundred thousand people on the entire planet.”

      “No satellites either,” Hutch said.  “There’s almost no technology.  I mean, most planets have weather birds, communication satellites, and their own connections to the GU network.”

      “What do they have?” Easy asked.

      “We’re not close enough to say for sure,” Hutch said.  “I’m only picking up two deep space communication satellites, and they are way back from the planet.”

      “There’s too much heat and interference,” Kitt said.  “I’ve got heat warning lights going off, and we’re only in the planet’s shadow.”

      “Who would want to live here?” Hutch repeated the question.

      “People who want to keep their activities secret,” Easy said.

      Kitt had expected trouble, but he made the hour-long flight through empty space with ease.  The Fever had had to follow a curving route as they approached to ensure that the planet shielded them from the heat of the system star, but it was still an easy flight.  He was a little let-down, knowing his brothers would be risking their lives while his part of the mission was so easy.

      They made orbit, then entered through the thin atmosphere to approach the northern city.  It was small and looked old.  The buildings were made of some type of plaster with thick walls to insulate from the heat.  It was more than a little dazzling since everything was painted white.  There was no visible water to be seen, and most of the grass was artificial.  The natural flora of the planet was brown desert shrubbery.

      “This time of year the northern city is in perpetual day,” Kitt said, bringing the Fever in for a landing.  “I should get the tanks refilled.”

      “Do you have the money for that?” Hutch asked.

      “No,” Kitt said.

      “We’ll have to wait,” Easy said.  “Make due with what we’ve got.”

      “Fine, but don’t take too long down there,” Kitt said as the ship settled onto a landing pad.  “Flying in gravity will use more fuel than normal.”

      “Got it,” Easy said, getting up from his seat to lead Tiffany and Hutch off the bridge.

      They had their gear ready.  Easy was in street clothes and had several weapons hidden on his body.  Hutch had a business class portable computer terminal.  Not many people needed more computer power than a standard PCL, but the terminals weren’t rare and wouldn’t draw attention.  Tiffany left her blanket behind and was the first one off the ship.

      The rear hatch opened to a wave of sweltering heat.  Easy slipped on a pair of wraparound sunglasses.  Hutch held up a hand and grumbled, “I’m sweating already.”

      “Feels good,” Tiffany said.

      They didn’t have to go far.  There was a shuttle service at the landing pad.  Varsog didn’t have a permanent transport system set up between the north and south cities.  The sunny side of the planet was too hot and would ruin rail or even underground transport systems.  Instead, when people needed to go between the cities, they used shuttles that flew across the dark side of the planet.

      Easy paid their fares.  His personal funds were dwindling.  He had used all his pension already and was dipping into his savings.  They climbed on board a standard transport shuttle.  The seats were hard plastic but comfortable.  The ship lifted off and made the flight across the small planet in just two hours.  Their first stop was a shopping complex at the edge of town.  Varsog South was in a season of constant darkness, which Easy didn’t mind considering what they had come to do.  He sent Tiffany to buy herself some clothes while he and Hutch got coffee and sat at an outdoor table in the food court.  Even at night the planet was warmer than the Fever’s comfortable interior.

      “We’ve got a problem,” Hutch said.  “There’s no local network.  If this place keeps public records we don’t have any access to them.”

      “Okay,” Easy said.

      “That means we have no idea where they’re keeping Big Candy,” Hutch continued.

      “There are other ways to get that kind of info,” Easy said.

      “So what do I do?” Hutch complained.

      “Can you set up a communication link?” Easy asked.

      “I guess so.  You’ve got a PCL right?”

      Easy pulled his iLink brand Personal Computer Link from his pocket.  It wasn’t the latest model.  The manufacturer cranked out new ones every six months, but Easy’s was new enough.

      “Yeah, okay,” Hutch said.  “I can set us up.”

      “With a connection to the ship?” Easy asked.

      “Once he’s in the southern hemisphere I can,” Hutch said.  “What about the girl?”

      “We need her in the loop.”

      “I’ve got an old PCL,” Hutch said, pulling out a slim unit from a compartment in the computer terminal he carried.  “It’s my back-up.  You’ll need to get her a set of earbuds.”

      “Will do,” Easy said, slipping his iLink back into the cargo pocket of his pants and slipping a small device into his ear.  “Can you pull up a map of the city?”

      “Yes,” Hutch said.  “There isn’t a lot available here, but that I can do.”

      “You need to find a spot for Kitt to pick us up,” Easy continued giving his older brother instructions.  “Can you track us with our PCLs?”

      “As long as you’re outside,” Hutch said.  “The walls of the building around here are thick and insulated with some type of electromagnetic shielding.  Once you’re inside we won’t be able to see you or communicate very well.”

      “That will have to work, I suppose,” Easy said.  “Stay here.  I’m going to find out where the bad guys are keeping Big Candy.”

      “How?” Hutch asked.

      “Trade secret,” Easy said with a grin.  “You stay here and pretend to be Tiffany’s father.”

      “That won’t be hard,” Hutch said.  “Be careful.”

      Easy nodded, then set off into the darkness.  Varsog South wasn’t a typical city.  There were neighborhoods, shopping centers, and an entertainment district, but everything was close together.  The strong solar storms made vehicles unreliable, and most people traveled on foot, necessitating that places were constructed closely together.  So it was a small city compared to towns on other worlds.

      Varsog South didn’t have night clubs, just seedy bars with names that told a person everything about them, like the Dark Winter or the Last Call.  Easy found the bars easily enough, but he wasn’t looking for a drink.  He was looking for information.

      He went into the Dark Winter.  It was built beneath street level.  He went down the steps into a cool, dark interior.  There were half a dozen patrons.  All of them sat at tables except one older man who was at the bar.  Easy noticed that the bartender was staying at the other end of the bar well away from the lone man, who looked rough.  A mangy beard covered his narrow chin.  He was older than Easy and rail thin, but his skin hung over his frame like a suit two sizes too big.  It was obvious by the way the man stared into his drink that he was an alcoholic.

      Easy went to the bar and sat near the man.  He could smell the mixture of sweat, body odor, and stale booze emanating from him.  It wasn’t pleasant, but Easy wasn’t put off by the man’s stench.

      “What can I get you?” the bartender asked.

      “I’ll have what he’s having,” Easy said.  “And one for him too.”

      “Well whiskey,” the bartender said with a sour expression that told Easy everything he needed to know about the drink he was getting.

      “Thanks friend,” the alcoholic nearby said as the bartender set a shot glass in front of him and filled it up.

      As soon as he had filled the drink order, the bartender returned to the far end of the bar and focused his attention on his PCL.

      “I’m looking for a friend of mine,” Easy said quietly.  “Owns a place here in the city.”

      “You don’t know where?” the drunk asked.

      “No, but maybe you could help,” Easy prompted.  “I could make it worth your while.”

      “Maybe I could,” he said, sipping the dark liquid from the shot glass.

      Easy hadn’t touched his own drink.  He was on a mission, and with a glance at the bartender who wasn’t paying them any attention, Easy slid the full glass toward the man.

      “Do you know who Mace Sinclair is?” Easy asked in a quiet voice as the drunk reached out a shaky hand toward the shot of whiskey.

      “Sounds familiar,” he said.  “But I can’t say I know anyone by that name.”

      “Do you know many people around here?”

      “I’ve been on Varsog for better than two decades,” he said, leaning toward Easy and tapping a finger on the bar.  “I know what happens around here.”

      “Mace Sinclair works for the Rosenshield family,” Easy said quietly.

      The old drunk chuckled.  “That makes it a bit clearer.  And a touch more dangerous too.”

      “Do you know what property they own?”

      “Far as I know, the Rosenshields don’t own nothing on Varsog South or North. But I can guess the place you’re looking for.  What’s it worth to you?”

      Easy smiled.  The drunk wasn’t going to be an easy touch, but he was willing to help.

      “You show me where Sinclair’s warehouse is, and I’ll buy you a bottle,” Easy said.

      “Two bottles,” the man said.  “And you pay my tab.”

      “You drive a hard bargain,” Easy said.

      “I’m a capitalist,” he sighed.  “Supply and demand and all that.”

      “Deal, but you have to show me the place,” Easy said.  “Once I’m sure it’s Sinclair’s, we’ll have a deal.”

      The man pushed off the bar.  “Pay the tab, and we’ll go.”

      “That’s not how this works,” Easy said.

      “Call it a show of good faith,” the man said.  He was a little unsteady, his tongue thick, but his eyes were clear.

      “Alright,” Easy said.  He got up from the stool, walked to the far end of the bar, and handed the proprietor his banking fob.  “For my drink and his tab.”

      “You really want to pay for his drinks?” the bartender asked, giving the old drunk a stern glance.

      “He’s an old friend,” Easy said.

      “Old friend or not, he’s a lush and a stinky one at that.  You taking him out of here?” Easy nodded.  “Good.  Don’t bring him back.”

      The drunk led the way out of the Dark Winter and looked around.  Easy wasn’t sure how much the man knew, but he didn’t have any other leads.

      “This way,” the man said.

      They walked out of the commercial section of town and into a stretch of large, unmarked buildings.  Some were tall and looked almost like offices, while others were low and wide.  Easy had to walk quickly to keep up with the old drunk, who had a long stride and was used to walking everywhere he went.  He didn’t talk and panted heavily as he walked.  But the prospect of free booze had motivated him.

      They turned a corner, and the man pointed down a dark street.  “There it is,” he said.  “You’ll know it from the security cameras.”

      “Why’s he got security cameras?” Easy asked.  “I thought the solar storms messed with the signals.”

      “Right enough,” the drunk said.  “I used to be an electrician till I lost my license.  I helped hardwire those cameras.  They’re old school, but they work.  I’m not going down there.  Where’s my whiskey?”

      “I’ll have to confirm that you’re telling me the truth,” Easy said.

      “What?  You don’t believe me?”

      “Sorry, friend,” Easy said, pulling a hundred credit note from his pocket.  “Can you spend hard currency on this world?”

      The drunk’s eyes narrowed, but he reached out a shaking hand.  “You owe me,” he slurred and lifted two bony fingers.  “Two bottles.”

      “We’ll see,” Easy said, leaving the man on the street corner.

      Easy reached up and tapped the tiny device nestled in his ear.  It beeped as it came on and connected wirelessly to his PCL.

      “Hutch, you copy?”

      “Yeah, I’m here.  I’ve got you on the map too,” Hutch replied.

      “Good, mark that building at the end of the street.  It could be our target.”

      “Okay,” Hutch replied.

      “I’m going to get a better look around.  You identify an LZ yet?”

      “A what?”

      “A landing zone, a place where Kitt can pick us up.”

      “There’s one about two blocks from your position.”

      “Good.  Go there with Tiffany,” Easy said.

      “Don’t get yourself killed, Easy.  Big wouldn’t want that.”

      “Copy that,” Easy replied.  “Did the girl get some clothes?”

      “Two bags full,” Hutch grumbled.  “Cost me fifteen hundred credits.”

      Easy chuckled.  “You’re a cheapskate.”

      “Yeah, well, when we’re dividing the money we make from selling the quartzite, this is coming out of your share.”

      “Just get moving, old man,” Easy said.  “And keep your eyes open.  We’re in the lion’s den now.  Don’t let your guard down.”

      “Sure thing, you do the same thing, little brother.  I’ll touch base when we reach the LZ.”

      The night was quiet; the neighborhood around the warehouse seemed empty.  But Easy wasn’t put off, in fact, he felt more alive than he had since leaving the Navy.  There was something addictive about danger, and Easy was hooked.
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      They started leading Big Candy from the cargo ship to a private shuttle.  He didn’t resist.  Walking was difficult and painful.  He could put weight on his bad leg, but it hurt.  He limped from the cargo ship to the shuttle, just glad to be out of the darkness.  The shuttle landed, and he was loaded into a delivery vehicle by a couple he recognized.  He had seen them in the resort on Esbe Four and hadn't realized they were with Desmond Rosenshield’s security team until they were part of the group who tried to kidnap him in the employee corridor between the lobby and the casino restaurant.

      “Do I get to know where we are?” Big Candy asked.

      The man was small and looked more like a store clerk than a security agent.  The gun he held was the most intimidating thing about him.  The woman was plain too, not very attractive, middle aged, the type that Big normally wouldn’t give a second glance.  Of course, he realized that probably made her invaluable to the security people she worked with.  And unlike her partner, she had a cruel gleam in her eyes.

      “Shut your hole, fatty,” she sneered.

      “I just thought a little conversation might help,” Big said, trying to see where his charm got him with the couple.

      They were in the back of the delivery vehicle, which had an automated driving system.  The couple sat on the built-in bench on one side of the cargo space while Big Candy was on the floor.  The woman responded to his remark with a short kick to his swollen knee.  Big groaned as he grabbed his injured leg.

      “Did it help?” she asked.

      “I don’t like you very much,” Big said through clenched teeth as he fought the pain.

      The ride in the delivery vehicle only lasted a few minutes.  They slowed, but there were no windows in the back of the van.  A few seconds later, the vehicle stopped, and the doors were opened by two men who looked like security guards.  They wore tight-fitting shirts that showed off their oversized muscles, and both were armed with pistols that stuck out of concealed holsters in the top of their slacks.

      “Get out!” one of the men barked.

      “Alright, just give me a minute,” Big Candy said.

      He had to scoot along the floor of the van, his dignity completely gone.  One of the security men grabbed his arm and pulled him to his feet.  Big Candy winced from the pain, hobbling to get his balance.  He looked around.  The delivery vehicle was parked inside an empty warehouse.  It seemed like a huge space.  It was hot inside–the big gambler was sweating.  Across the warehouse was an elevated section which Big guessed was a set of offices or a living space.  The security men led him across the empty warehouse, and then they forced him up the set of metal stairs.  Big Candy used the railing and took the steps one at a time.  When he reached the top he was greeted by a blast of cool air as he went into the first room.

      Just as he had thought, it was an office, but one rarely used.  A bank of security camera videos was projected on one wall.  The rest of the room was empty.  Mace Sinclair, the man with the dead eyes, stepped in and looked at Big.  There was no hint of how he felt on his face.

      “Take him in the back,” Mace said.  “Just got a call from my guy up north.  Their ridiculous ship just touched down.  We’ve got a little time before they get here.”

      Big was pushed forward.  He hobbled and limped toward a door that led to a larger empty room.  There was a single folding chair in the middle of the room, which had a row of cabinets with a sink along one wall.  The men guided Big to the chair.  He sat down, grateful to be off his feet, even if it was in an uncomfortable metal seat that was too small for his big frame.  The security men bound his hands together behind his back with plastic zip ties, then left him there.

      Big stretched out his bad leg, knowing that he was in real trouble.  Desmond Rosenshield wouldn’t have had Oslo Djokovic send him across the galaxy if they intended to just rough him up a little.  He was well beyond getting a message and creating an example for others, which meant they would kill him.  That was a frightening reality to come to grips with, but what was even worse was knowing that his brothers had come to help him and in doing so had played right into the hands of the man with the dead eyes.

      Mace entered the room with a small cylindrical object in his hand.  “Do you know who I am?” he asked without a trace of emotion.

      “I recognize you,” Big said.  “But I don’t know your name.”

      “I’m Mace Sinclair.  I work for the Rosenshields.”

      “I guessed as much,” Big said.  “I can repay the kid for his losses, if that’s what this is about.”

      “It isn’t,” Mace said coldly.  “Although that’s how it started.  Tell me about your brother.  The one who was in the Navy.”

      “There isn’t much to tell,” Big said, trying to smile.  He was a firm believer in setting people at ease, and the habit died hard.  “He was in the Navy for thirty years.  I don’t know much more than that.  He didn’t offer more details, and I really didn’t care.”

      “Oh, I think you know more than you’re letting on,” Mace said.

      He flicked his wrist, and the object in his hand telescoped into a thin metal rod.  Big had seen law enforcement use similar objects on television, but he had never seen one up close.  Mace held it up, then swung it down sharply.  The tip hit Big’s swollen knee.  The gambler was tough and had his pride, but the pain from the blow was so intense he couldn’t help but cry out.

      “From now on,” Mace said, still emotionless, “you should tell me everything you know about any question I ask.  Let’s begin.  Tell me about your brother.”

      “Go to hell,” Big said through clenched teeth.

      Mace hit him a second time, harder than the first.  The pain was spectacular and caused Big to pant, but he didn’t scream again.

      “You will tell me what I want to know,” Mace said.

      Big Candy had been beaten by a group of criminals after winning big at a poker game when he was a younger man.  The group hadn’t wanted to kill him or make an example of him–they were just angry.  Still, it taught Big a valuable lesson.  If he was going to win playing poker, he needed to make it fun for the loser, otherwise he would probably wind up dead.  He also decided he needed to learn how to deal with torture.  He believed it was inevitable that he would probably be killed by someone eventually, and that they would take their time doing it.  The only thing that surprised him about Mace Sinclair and the goons who had kidnapped him was that he had lived for so long without being killed.

      All the books said that pain was something that could be overcome by a force of will and mental control.  Big was afraid and angry at himself as well as the man torturing him.  But there was only one way to help his brothers, and that was to remain silent.  He focused inward, fixing his mind on the fact that his brothers hadn’t merely turned their back on him.  They could have.  He wasn’t necessary for what they were planning.  They already had his biggest contribution, the Saturday Night Fever.  He assumed they had the mining equipment from Trajan Station too.  They could have written him off.  He wouldn’t be much help actually mining the quartzite crystals, and by cutting him out, their share of the profits would increase.  Yet they had found out what had happened to him and had followed in the hopes of rescuing Big Candy.  No one else in his life had ever cared that much for him.  So he focused on that, putting all his mental strength into just dwelling on that fact.  His brothers loved him.  They hadn’t abandoned him.  They had come to help.  It was a spark of calm in what became a sea of pain and chaos.

      Mace Sinclair continued to ask questions.  When the blows to his swollen knee didn’t get the desired response, he struck Big across the face.  The metal baton wasn’t lethal, but it was incredibly painful.  Big Candy’s head snapped to the side, and a purple welt rose instantly on his cheek, but the gambler didn’t speak.  Mace set the baton aside and pulled out a small leather pouch, from which he drew a long needle.

      “Did you know that there are nerve clusters on your body?” Mace said.  “Some people go right for the fingernails, but it's better to work the nerve cluster between the thumb and index finger.”

      Big Candy could hear Mace.  The words registered in his mind, but he chose not to focus on them.  Not even when Mace took hold of Big’s hand and pushed a needle into the nerves in his hand.

      The pain felt like fire being shot through his body.  Big started to get up.  It was instinctive to move away from the pain.  But Mace grabbed his shoulder and shoved him back down.  Every movement sent bolts of fiery agony from Big’s hand through his arm and into his brain.  It was nearly impossible to think of anything but the pain.  Yet somehow Big managed to hold on to one thought, it was an emotion really, a feeling—love.  He was loved, maybe not romantically or even the way most families loved one another, but he was loved.  That was his anchor, his last tenuous hold on his sanity, as Mace stabbed another needle into the nerve cluster on his other hand.

      “You’re a strong man,” Mace said, twisting the pins as he spoke, knowing he was sending waves of agonizing pain through his victim.  “I can see that.  It’s admirable, but ultimately a waste of time.  The human body can only take so much pain before it breaks down.  Eventually, you’ll tell me what I want to know.”

      He stood up and went to the sink where he washed his hands.  When he turned around his face was as impassive as before, although Big was beyond noticing it.

      “I already know a great deal about your brother,” he said.  “Master Chief Edgar Zacchaeus McCoy, code name Easy.  He joined the Navy right out of high school and jumped at the chance three years later to join the RAKEs.  He excelled in special forces operations.  I know the type, guys who live and breathe spec ops.  Give them a weekend off and they’re miserable.  They spend every spare moment cleaning the guns and dreaming of the next assignment.

      “How close am I?” Mace asked, but Big Candy didn’t respond.  “Your brother was special, I’ll give you that.  Naval Intelligence picked him up, and you have to be the best of the best to get their interest.  I, for one, never wanted anything to do with intelligence.  All that spy bullshit gets old.  You never know who to trust, and in the end you get assassinated by your own people?  No thank you.  But your brother…somehow he played with fire and didn’t get burned.  My sources are pretty good too.  And just the fact that your brother spent twenty-seven years in the RAKEs is telling in and of itself.  He’s the one factor that I can’t anticipate.  The only thing I know for sure is that he’s coming to rescue his big brother.  And when he does, I’m going to kill him.”

      Big felt a surge of anger.  He wasn’t sure why or what he was angry about exactly.  Only that he was angry.  He didn’t notice the woman cutting his jacket and shirt open, or the fact that despite the air conditioning he was soaked in sweat.  The woman, the same one who had kicked his injured leg, dried his chest with a towel, wrapped a heart monitor around his massive chest, and squirted some gel under the node that was on his left pectoral muscle.

      “Heart rate is elevated, but that’s no surprise,” the woman said.  “It’s not too high though.”

      “So I can continue?” Mace asked.

      “Be my guest,” she replied.

      “Let’s try the electrodes,” Mace said.  “That should get him to tell us what we want to know.”

      “No doubt,” the woman said.

      “Big Candy, we’ve only just begun to hurt you,” Mace said, bending down and talking loudly right in his captive’s face.  “If you want the pain to stop, all you have to do is start talking.  I promise.  Do you understand?”

      The words registered somewhere in Big’s mind.  He gave a single nod, even though he had no conscious knowledge that he had even moved.  Mace stood up, took another needle from his collection, and waved at Big’s feet.

      “Remove his boots,” he ordered.

      “You should have stripped him down before you sat his fat ass in that little chair,” the woman complained.

      “Just do it,” Mace said.  “The brothers will be here soon.  And we have to be ready for them.”
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      Easy slipped into an alley and used a heat exchange unit to climb on top of a large dumpster in order to reach an electric conduit that he was able to pull himself up onto.  From there he could reach the edge of the roof.  It took considerable strength to pull himself up high enough to hook an elbow onto the edge of the metal rooftop and shimmy his way onto the top of the building.

      Once safely on one roof, he moved from building to building, getting closer to the Sinclair-owned property with every step.  Eventually he stopped and settled in behind the air intake of the tallest building on the street.  From there, he had a view across to the warehouse where he hoped that Big Candy was being detained.  The warehouse had windows high up on the side walls.  It was easily ten meters tall, the windows somewhere around eight meters from the ground.  Without the elevation he had managed to climb up to, there would be no way to see into the warehouse, which looked empty from the street.  No light could be seen in or around the building, but a quick visual inspection using a simple rangefinder proved that the old drunk had been right about the building.  There were security cameras mounted just under the roof overhang at the corners and above the big doors.  The property wasn’t close to the buildings on either side like the row that Easy was on.  There was a fence around the grounds, with more cameras at regular intervals mounted on top.

      Easy scanned around with his rangefinder, which had a light boost setting.  Some of the buildings had lights mounted on them, but none had security cameras that were visible.  Only a couple even seemed to be occupied at the moment.  It was early afternoon local time, but dark as midnight.  Easy could imagine that on a world without regular solar cycles, people would keep their own schedules.  Fortunately, there was almost no foot traffic in that part of the city.

      Although it wasn’t visible from street level, there was light inside the warehouse.  From his perch above the property, Easy could see through the tall windows.  The lights weren’t bright and were directed down onto the floor.  Nothing was clearly visible–he certainly couldn’t see his brother tied to a chair or anything of that sort.  What he could see was how open and empty the warehouse looked.  And, maybe more importantly, that there was a rear access to the building.

      “Hutch, you in position?” Easy asked.

      “Almost.  What about you?”

      “I’m putting a plan together,” Easy said.  “Send Tiffany my way.”

      She chimed in.  “Do you have a job for me?”

      “Yes,” Easy said.  “You have shopping bags, right?”

      “Oh, you won’t believe what I found.  It’s so cute—”

      “You can show me later,” Easy said.  “Start walking toward the front of the warehouse.  Hutch, you hold a position by the LZ.  Tiffany, I want you to look lost.  Go and buzz the warehouse.  If they answer, ask for directions.”

      “How is that going to help?” Hutch asked.

      “They’ve got security cameras,” Easy said.  “I want whoever is manning them focused on the young girl at the front when I make my move.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Hutch pressed.  “I mean, couldn’t we get the authorities to go in and see if Big is even in there?”

      “We could try,” Easy said, making his way down from the tall building he was on.  “But what are the odds this Mace Sinclair doesn’t have a mole in the local law enforcement office?  It’s better to stay off the grid.”

      “If you say so,” Hutch grumbled.

      “I’m on my way,” Tiffany said.

      “Excellent.  Hutch, make sure you touch base with Kitt ASAP.  We’ll need egress fast once we get Big Candy out of that warehouse.”

      “Yeah, that’s priority one,” Hutch said.  “I’ll make sure we have him as soon as he’s in range.”

      “Alright, standby.  Tiffany, let me know when you get close to the warehouse.”

      “Okay,” she said.

      Easy used the nearby buildings to get back down to the ground level.  Once he was on the street again, he quickly circled around behind the warehouse using a wide looping route to make sure he wasn’t seen.  The criminals who had his brother had their eyes and ears wide open.  But hopefully Tiffany would be enough of a distraction to give Easy the chance to slip inside and get a lay of the land.

      Far away, in the Saturday Night Fever, Kitt lifted off the landing pad and fed power to the engines.  All systems were running well.  The fusion reactor was burning hot, but no faults had appeared in the chamber from which the ship drew its power.  The tank of hydrogen was half empty or half full, depending on the viewer’s point of view.  Kitt would have preferred to top off the tank, along with their water and oxygen tanks, but there was no money for that.  If they didn’t get going on their mining job soon, there wouldn’t be enough fuel to do it.  Kitt wasn’t sure what they would do at that point.  Put the quest off for a year while they all worked to earn enough money to refuel the Fever?  They would also have to pay to store the ship, which would cost them nearly as much as the fuel.  It was a bad situation and one he hoped they could avoid, but keeping a ship flying in a planet’s atmosphere took much more power than flying in space where there was no friction or gravity to contend with.

      He brought the ship around and headed south.  The Fever wasn’t just smooth; she was incredibly responsive.  The powerful quad engines were part of the reason, but the Endurance class ship was well-designed too.  So many ships were made for space with no thought to aerodynamics and handling in systems.  A box with engines could be flown, but not well, and certainly not with any kind of fun.  But the Fever was a dream to fly.  He pushed the throttles forward, relishing in the way the planet’s gravity pushed him back in the pilot’s seat as the ship surged forward.

      He took her up three hundred meters and made sure he was still on the dark side of the planet.  The terrain between the two poles looked more like a moon than a planet.  It was flat and desert-like.  Rocky and arid for the most part, with the occasional sea of sandy dunes. But unlike a moon, which has no atmosphere, Varsog had the occasional wind storm.  The blowing sand scoured everything flat and made the surface of the planet boring.

      It took Kitt an hour to cross the planet’s equator.  Even on the dark side the temperature readings were well above what humans could withstand.  To move on the surface of Varsog outside of a vehicle required a full spacesuit with thermal venting and interior cooling capability.  Even then, it wouldn’t be pleasant, Kitt thought.  There was nothing worth seeing on the barren world.

      He powered up the ship’s communications, double checked to ensure that he was well within the planet’s nightly cycle, and turned his focus to contacting his brothers. It took another half hour before he was in range, and even then the transmission was so laced with static that it was hard to hear anything.

      “If you can read me, Hutch, I’m half an hour out.  Send me the coordinates when you can.  I hope all is well.”

      He felt a little guilty with his brothers taking the lion's share of the risk, but that was the life of a pilot.  He was too valuable to risk, and so he had to wait and hope that his brothers could save Big Candy.  As he sped south, he focused on his part of the plan and left the dirty work to the people on the ground.
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      Easy was in the shadows behind the building where he believed his brother was being held.  Getting over the gate wouldn’t be difficult.  Getting in unseen was the problem.  There was a camera near what he had identified as the easiest place to get over the fence and another on the corner of the building closest to him.  He wasn’t sure, but he guessed there was probably another camera over the door.  That left him with only one option.

      He pulled his pistol, set the laser to continuous high power, and radioed Tiffany.

      “Where are you, Tiffany?”

      “Approaching the front now,” she said.

      “Leave your com-link broadcasting,” he ordered.

      “Okay,” she replied.

      A moment later he heard her press the buzzer on the front gate.

      “Come on, come on,” she said nervously when there was no response.

      She pressed the button again and heard a stern voice crackle through the speaker on the gate.

      “What do you want?”

      “I need help,” she said.  “Please.  I’m not from around here, and I’m lost.”

      Easy had to hand it to her.  The kid had acting chops.  She was completely convincing as someone who desperately needed help, but he guessed she had some pretty terrible experiences to draw from.

      “We’re busy, try someplace else,” the voice replied.

      “No, wait!” she called out.  “I’m sorry, but there’s no one else out here, and it’s so dark.  I just need some directions.  Can you help me, please?  I’d be so grateful.”

      There was another pause, then the voice returned.  “Hold on, we’re sending someone.”

      That was Easy’s cue.  He stood up, still in the shadows, and aimed at the electric meter on the back of the warehouse.  Even hidden lairs needed electricity, and it was a weak point to the building’s security, especially on a world where solar storms often disrupted municipal services.  The laser was bright green.  If the security people were paying attention to the video feeds from the back of the property they would see it.  Easy was counting on them being focused on the helpless girl out front.  He only needed a few seconds.

      The laser beam cut through the meters and burned into the interior of the unit.  It was designed for work on a hot world; the metal was thick and insulated with foam.  The hardest part was holding the beam steady.  Easy held his breath and braced his arm against the side of the building he was hiding near, but still the beam wavered.  Fortunately, eight seconds into the shot, his beam reached the thick cables that supplied power to the building.  Sparks flew, and Easy knew he had cut the electrical supply.  The building was already dark, so there was no way to know for sure.  And with electrical storms being common in the Zimmer system, Easy was betting the building was equipped with a back-up generator.  But he hoped that he had a few seconds before the security feed was restored.

      He holstered his pistol and sprinted forward.  He jumped to the top of the fence and levered himself over it in one smooth, well-practiced motion.  It was just like the obstacle courses the Navy loved to build for their fighting forces to train on.  He sprinted for the door.  It had a push bar that was almost certainly connected to a heavy duty industrial locking bolt.  Easy dropped to one knee in front of the door, drew his pistol, and began burning through the lock.  A moment later the door swung open, and Easy was inside.

      “I’m in,” he whispered.

      “…I just need directions, really,” Tiffany was saying.  Easy had been so focused on breaching the building, he hadn’t heard what the young girl was saying.

      “We’re going to help you,” a gruff voice said.

      “But I don’t need to go in,” she argued.  “Please.”

      Easy looked around in the gloom.  He was near the metal stairs that led up to a set of rooms that were high above the warehouse floor.  He was directly underneath those rooms, which were supported by narrow pillars.  Across the empty warehouse was a shadowy vehicle.  Red emergency lights shown down from sconces on the metal walls.  It wasn’t enough light to see anything clearly, but Easy couldn’t see movement anywhere in the facility.  He sank down to his knees and moved slowly away from the door, but stayed close to the wall.

      When the man door on the other side of the room opened, Easy stopped and held his pistol ready.  He heard hard-bottomed shoes clip-clopping on the concrete floor.  The steps were unsteady.

      “Please,” Tiffany said.  “You’re going to make me fall down.”

      Her voice was tiny in the cavernous space, but clear through his earpiece.  Whoever had her wasn’t letting go.  He escorted her across the warehouse and up the stairs.  Easy could have taken the man out, but he wasn’t ready for that.  He wanted to find out as much as he could about the place.  The man took Tiffany upstairs, and Easy could only guess that it was where they were holding Big Candy too.

      Her transmission cut off abruptly.  Easy guessed they had taken her PCL, and that the rooms above him were perhaps insulated from electromagnetic waves.  For whatever reason, Tiffany was on her own.  Easy worried about the trouble he had gotten her into.  He had expected the security team to be distracted.  But he didn’t think they would drag her into their warehouse.

      He got to his feet, rolling each step from heel to toe, careful not to make any noise as he slinked along.  When he got to the vehicle on the far side of the room, a quick inspection revealed it to be a hovercraft.  Easy went to the front of the vehicle, where its electrical systems were located in the nose of the craft.  He pushed his pistol against the metal and fired three times.  The pistol made almost no noise, and the lasers only made a hissing noise in the vehicle, but a plume of acrid smoke told him he had disabled the craft.  As he crossed the warehouse he studied the upper rooms.  There wasn’t much to see, no windows, just the stairwell and door.  That left one option.  Easy wished he had worn his armor and carried his assault rifle, but the pistols and knives would have to do.  Once he breached the upper room, the bad guys would know he was there.

      “Hutch, you read me?”

      “Barely,” came a static-laced response.  “There’s a lot of interference.”

      “Have you heard from Kitt?”

      “Yeah, he’s inbound, twenty minutes out.  I sent him the LZ coordinates.”

      “Are there people where you are?” Easy asked.  “Anyone that might try to stop us?”

      “Nope.  It’s quiet out here.  The place is supposed to be a park, but it looks more like an empty lot.  Plenty of space though.  Get back here and we should be good to go.”

      “Alright, I’m moving in.  I’ll be radio silent.  Will contact you when and if I can.”

      “Be careful,” Hutch said.

      The laser pistol was nearly out of power.  Easy popped out the small rechargeable battery and pulled a fresh one from his pocket.  He swapped the batteries, then pulled back the slide on the pistol and set it for full power semi-auto laser blasts.  Then he holstered the weapon and focused on his PCL.

      Easy pulled his iLink from his pocket and hit the button for the exterior light but kept his hand over the bright LED.  On the screen he tapped the music icon.  He chose his workout playlist, turned the volume to high, and played the first song.  As the first distressed chords of an uptempo anthem rang out, he slid the phone across the floor with the light shining upward.

      It only took a moment for the door to the upper room to open and the real party to begin.
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      The man looked innocent enough.  He was middle aged, with glasses, and needed a haircut.  He had what she thought of as a dad body, thin with a protruding belly.  Yet his grip on her arm was so tight that it hurt as he dragged her into the warehouse.  She wasn’t used to walking in heels.  The shoes the old guys bought her were short and blocky, but they made a great clicking sound when she walked in them.  But the shoes weren’t the best for getting abducted.  And Tiffany knew she should be frightened, but everything was too surreal.

      When she had hidden on the spaceship with the three old men, she thought she would be safe until their next stop.  But they had found her hiding on board, and even though she expected any number of outcomes, being welcomed and given her own cabin on the ship wasn’t one of them.  The old guys, they weren’t like old, old, she thought, but their hair was mostly gray and they had wrinkles around their eyes.  But their eyes were kind.  Most of the men she knew were younger and much more cruel.  The old guys had welcomed her in, and they even bought her clothes.  It was the first time in her entire life she had ever gotten to actually shop for herself.  When she was young she wore whatever her mother brought home, usually from the secondhand store, but sometimes gifts that people gave.  The clothes were never high quality and rarely what she would have chosen for herself, but she had only been a child.

      And then her mother got sick.  Tiffany was put in a home where the other kids tormented her, and the staff abused her.  It was a horrible situation, so she ran away, but life on the street was no better.  When she was picked up it wasn’t by the police or a government agency.  She was lured into a vehicle with a nice-looking older man who fed her.  Only he laced her drink with some kind of drug.  When Tiffany came around, she was on a ship headed into space, with no hope of escape.  She had been used, traded, abused, and worked tirelessly.  There were times when she couldn’t believe she was still alive.  Yet somehow she was, and the old guys had given her a sense of hope she hadn’t felt in a long, long time.  Which was why she wasn’t terrified.  Somewhere in the dark Easy was lurking, and he wouldn’t leave without her.  At least, she didn’t think he would.

      The man in glasses shoved her ahead of himself into the room at the top of the metal stairs.  There were two other men in the room, both wearing dark suits.  They had hard looks and stern faces.  A woman came out of another room, and the gleam in her eyes was pure wickedness.  Fear hit Tiffany like a hammer blow.  These people wouldn’t abuse her, but they would probably murder her.

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” the woman said.

      “Yeah, she’s a real pain,” the man in glasses said.

      “She has to be part of their plan,” the woman said.  “Someone cut the power.”

      “I didn’t see anyone,” he said.  “Just the girl.”

      “We can use her,” the woman said.  “Bring her on back.”

      The man in glasses pushed Tiffany forward.  For some reason she couldn’t explain she didn’t want to go into the back room.  She turned suddenly, determined to run, but the man in glasses hit her.  He was so much faster than she would have thought, and stronger too.  His hand was open, but the slap connected with her jaw and reached all the way up to her eye.  It snapped her head to the side and made her knees give out.  She would have fallen to the ground, but the man caught her.  For a moment Tiffany lost touch with what was happening.  When she came back to herself there were bright sparks floating around the edges of her vision.

      The man in glasses turned her back around and walked her into the back room.  It was worse than she imagined.  Big Candy was slumped on a tiny chair, his hands bound behind his back, his jacket and shirt hanging open.  She could see sweat rolling down his chest where a dark band was fastened.  His stomach bulged, and he smelled bad, not just sweat, but piss and the sickening stench of burning flesh.  One of his knees was straining the fabric of his pants, and his boots had been removed.  Worse yet, there were pins sticking through his ankles from the outside through the inside.  Someone had hooked wires to them and to his hands.

      “Maybe he’ll talk now,” the woman with the wicked look said.

      “Who’s that?” a man in a suit asked.

      “I’m thinking maybe a daughter,” the man in glasses said.  “Or granddaughter.”

      “There’s no record of the McCoys having any children,” the man in the suit said.

      “Doesn’t mean they didn’t,” the woman said, as she grabbed Big Candy’s thick hair and jerked his head back.  “Hey, you see who we have here?”

      The man with glasses drew a slender blade and put it against her cheek, just below her eye.  Tiffany was breathing hard as fear coursed through her.  The metal blade was cold against her skin.

      “Tell us about your brother or Dean takes her eye,” the man in the suit said.

      For a moment there was a spark of recognition, but Big Candy didn’t speak.

      “Do it!” the woman said eagerly.

      “I will,” the man in glasses said in a loud voice as he pressed the blade harder against her cheek.

      “Go ahead,” the man in the suit said.  “Just don’t make a mes—”

      The sound of music came through.  It was a pulsing, raw melody backed with throbbing drums.  The music wasn’t loud, but it was unexpected.  The man in the suit stopped what he was saying in mid-sentence.

      “They’re here,” the woman said breathlessly.

      The man hurried past Tiffany toward the door.  The man in glasses removed the knife.  A surge of hope lifted Tiffany’s spirits, but they were quickly dashed.

      “No!  Don’t go—”

      Laser blasts tore through the walls and ceiling of the elevated rooms.  The man in the suit ducked as he went through the door leading to the front room.  The woman followed him, a fancy-looking laser pistol in one hand.

      “Watch them,” she barked.

      The man in glasses hit Tiffany with the side of his hand, right at the back of her neck.  And the world went dark.
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      The first man had a pistol, which he was waving down at the warehouse floor.  The second man had a rifle of some kind.  Easy didn’t hesitate.  While the men from the brightly lit upper room were trying to see in the darkness, Easy fired.  He was moving toward them, striding toward the staircase.  He fired nine shots in total.  The angle took the blasts up through the men and into the ceiling.  He had no doubt the powerful lasers flashed in the dark sky, but there was nothing he could do about that.

      The two men were killed before they could get a shot off in return.  They fell back into the room as Easy bounded up the steps.  There was no way to avoid the danger of charging straight in.  For all Easy knew there could be a hundred gunmen in the rooms, or the entire place could be filled with explosives.  But one man had taken Tiffany.  He looked familiar to Easy, but in the dark he hadn’t gotten a good look at her abductor.  Still, she was in danger, and the odds were good that Candy was being held captive there too.  So Easy went forward, just the way he had been taught, diving through the doorway.  He flew over the two dead gunmen, hit the floor, and rolled.  Laser shots flashed.  He recognized the sound of a Henning Deluxe HP 2100 laser pistol.  It was a favorite among the Navy’s officers.  As Easy rolled he brought his weapon to bear on a rather plain-looking woman who was shooting wildly in his direction.

      He fired back, shooting aggressively, but with thirty years of experience handling guns.  Her aim was wild while his was tightly controlled.  Three shots burned through her chest and flung her backward into a man in a suit, the same man who had confronted Big in the resort on Esbe Four.  The man had a pistol in one hand, but it was pointed up at the ceiling.  His other hand was open, palm out.

      “One more shot and my guy kills your brother and the girl,” the man in the suit said.

      “You’re Mace Sinclair,” Easy said, getting to one knee, his pistol still trained on the man.

      “That’s right.  You’re Easy McCoy.  Or should I call you Master Chief?”

      “Easy is fine.  How about a simple trade, your life for my brother and Tiffany?”

      Mace chuckled.  “If only things were that easy.”

      “They can be.  Say the word and we’ll walk out of here.  You’ll never see us again.”

      “You were fast.  I’ve got more guys coming.  A few more hours and I would have had a proper welcoming committee.”

      “I never liked committees,” Easy said.  “And unless you release my brother and Tiffany, you’re going to die.”

      “You shoot me, my guy shoots your brother,” Mace said.  “It seems we’re at a stalemate.”

      “I don’t know, maybe I take my chances,” Easy said, getting to his feet.

      “I’ll make a deal with you, Master Chief.  See, the truth is I’ve always hated you Navy pukes.  Especially lifers like you.”

      “You’re military,” Easy said.

      “Nah, government service, counterintelligence for a while, but that was a long time ago.  Private security is much more profitable.”

      “I should have known,” Easy said.

      “I thought you did know when you put those two spooks on notice right in front of my team.”

      “Guess I’m getting rusty.  I’m retired now.”

      “Well, here is what I propose,” Mace said.  “I’m going to put my gun down.  Then you’re going to put your gun down.  I’ll order my man out of the back room, and he’ll take a walk.  That leaves you and me, no guns.  Call it a winner takes all battle royale.  What do you say to that?”

      “You want to fight me?” Easy asked incredulously.

      “Oh, brother, do I ever.”

      “Call your man off, and I get a look inside the back room.”

      “Fine by me,” Mace said.  “Put your gun down first.”

      “No, that’s not how this works,” Easy said.  “I’m not disarming while you’ve got a man behind that door.”

      “Fair enough, but don’t kill him.  Everyone else is replaceable, but Dean’s got useful skills that are hard to come by.”

      “Call him out,” Easy said.

      “Dean, come out nice and slow,” Mace said.

      “You sure?” a voice asked from behind the door.

      Easy was tempted to shoot through the door, but he couldn’t be certain he wouldn’t hit Big Candy or Tiffany in the process.  And there was a part of him that wanted Mace Sinclair to be telling the truth.  A fair fight, just the two of them?  It was hard to imagine, yet so incredibly enticing.

      “Yeah, the Master Chief is a man of his word.  Come on out.”

      The door swung open, and Easy was glad he hadn’t shot through it.  The man inside was armed with a PX881 gas-powered pistol and holding Tiffany like a human shield.

      “Go,” Mace said.  “This is between us now.”

      The man had one arm under Tiffany’s.  It pinned her body to his chest, and his hand was around her throat.  The other hand held his pistol pressed to the side of her head.  Tiffany looked a little dazed.  The poor girl had big eyes that always seemed frightened.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Easy said.

      “Go on, Dean!” Mace ordered.

      Dean turned to face Easy as he picked his way over the bodies of his former partner and the two security men.  As soon as he was out of the doorway, he shoved Tiffany forward.  She stumbled straight into Easy’s arms.  He caught her easily and never took his gun off Mace, who didn’t flinch.  Easy didn’t need to look at the doorway; he could hear Dean’s feet pounding the metal steps down into the warehouse.

      “Now it’s just you and me,” Mace said.  “Send the girl in to help the gambler.  He needs it.”

      “You bastard,” Easy said.

      “It ain’t personal, just business.”

      “Go ahead, Tiffany.  Stay with Big Candy.”

      “Okay,” she said in a shaky voice.

      She stepped past Easy and through the doorway.  Leaving the two men staring at one another.

      “You want to take this down to the warehouse floor?  We’ve got more room there,” Mace said.

      “Wherever you want to take it,” Easy said, lowering his pistol but not putting it down.

      “What do you say we set our guns down at the same time?” Mace said with a shrug.  “That would make me more comfortable.”

      “I haven’t shot you yet,” Easy said.  “How comfortable do you need to be?”

      Mace grinned, but there was no mirth in the expression.  He set down his pistol on the table where the security system was set up, then took off his suit jacket.  Easy could see the hard muscles through his tight shirt.  Mace Sinclair had given up his intelligence post, but he hadn’t let himself go in his cushy private security job.

      Easy bent down, dropped his pistol on the floor, and looked up.  “After you,” he said.

      “You don’t strike me as a back shooter,” Mace said, as he stepped over the bodies of his fallen comrades.  “Meet you downstairs, Master Chief.  Don’t take too long.”

      He left the upper room and walked calmly down the metal stairs.  Easy bent down and picked up his pistol.  Then he opened the door to the back room.  Tiffany was beside Big Candy, who was slumped in the little chair, the pins still sticking through his body and the electrodes still linked to them.  Easy hurried toward his brother, dropping to his knees.

      “Is he alive?” Easy asked.

      “Yeah, he is,” Tiffany said, a fat tear rolling down her check.  “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” Easy said, disconnecting the wires from the pins and pulling them out.  “You did great, kid.”

      “I just want to get out of here,” she said.

      “We’re going,” Easy told her.  “All of us.  Just wait here until I come back.  Big Candy, can you hear me?”

      Easy lifted his brother’s big head in both of his hands.  Big’s eyes were open but unfocused.

      “Big!  It’s me, Easy.  Come on, man, you’re starting to scare me.”

      The gambler’s eyes fluttered, then he focused in on Easy.

      “Hey, never thought I’d see you again,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper.

      “Well, I’m here.  And we’re going to get you out of here.”

      “Can’t walk,” Big Candy said.  “Too weak.”

      “Then we’ll carry you,” Easy said, his voice firm.  “Tiffany, look after him.  I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      “Wait, what happens if you lose the fight?” she asked.

      “I won’t lose,” Easy said.  “Just wait here.”

      Easy had seen tortured soldiers and civilians.  He had seen people cut up, body parts removed, some entire limbs skinned.  But seeing his brother in such a state filled him with a cold fury that was hard to contain.  Easy handed Tiffany his pistol.

      “Cut him loose, and if anyone but me comes through that door, shoot them in the face and run for it.”

      “Oh…okay,” she said, her hands trembling as she took the pistol.

      “I’ll be back, Big.  I promise.”

      “Be right here, kid.  I ain’t going nowhere.”

      He was leaning, barely able to stay on the small chair.  Tears were stinging Easy’s eyes, but he forced himself to leave his brother and go face the man downstairs who was responsible for hurting Easy’s family.
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      Easy stopped near the door to the steps and peeked out into the dark warehouse.  Mace had turned on a row of overhead lights.  It wasn’t bright, but there was enough light to see by.  The security man appeared to be alone.  From the elevated position Easy could see nearly all the way around the vehicle at the far end of the cavernous space.  There didn’t appear to be anyone hiding behind it.  That didn’t mean there weren’t twenty fighters armed to the teeth just under the upper rooms.  There was plenty of space to hide there, Easy knew that from personal experience.  But if there were people down below, armed with weapons, staying up in the elevated rooms wouldn’t protect them.  The security force could just shoot up through the floor of the rooms Easy, Big Candy, and Tiffany were sheltering in.  Enough shooters would get them all in time.

      So Easy stepped out onto the landing, then started down the metal stairs.  He moved swiftly at first, turning to inspect under the platform.  It was empty, just like the rest of the building.  Mace Sinclair really did just want to fight him, man to man.  It didn’t make much sense to Easy, but he knew guys who wanted to test themselves and push their limits.  They almost always ended up dead in some backwater battlefield.  Still, the security man certainly had a plan up his sleeve.

      As Easy descended the stairs Mace picked up the iLink that was playing music.  He tapped the screen and stopped the song.

      “Yours, I presume?” Mace asked.

      The man was strangely calm.  It made Easy fear that the security man in his tailored suit knew something Easy didn’t.  Was he merely stalling for time?  He had mentioned the fact that there were more security agents inbound.  But it seemed odd that he wouldn’t have just fled the warehouse to meet them if that was his plan.  Why take the risk of fighting Easy?

      “Yes,” Easy said.

      “Mind if I ask you a question, before we kick things off?”

      Easy was at the bottom of the stairs, but still ten meters from his opponent.

      “Go ahead,” Easy said.

      Mace started rolling up the sleeves of his white button-up shirt.

      “Why go to all the trouble of coming here for that fat slob?” Mace said.  “What value does he hold?”

      “He’s my brother,” Easy said.

      “Sure, but I checked your records.  There’s no indication that you saw him or that he visited you.  You took leave wherever you happened to be.  Dean is thorough about this sort of stuff.  You never bought a ticket home to Esbe Four until you retired.  In fact, you never went anywhere while you were enlisted.  So, pardon me for asking, but why the sudden concern for your brother?”

      “We don’t leave people behind,” Easy said.

      It was a poor expression for how he really felt, but for thirty years it had been one of the principles he lived by.  It came naturally to his mind and out his mouth without really considering the true motivations behind why he had risked his life for Big Candy.

      “I should have known,” Mace said, a slight frown on his face.  “You’re just another mindless trigger puller.  I had expected more from a thirty-year vet, Master Chief.”

      “Let’s get this over with,” Easy said.  “I’ve got things to do.”

      “That’s too bad,” Mace said, striding forward to meet the retired commando.

      Easy felt the sudden tension and fear he felt before every fight.  It didn’t matter if it was a sparring match or a gun fight, his body responded the same way.  He felt the desire to run away but quickly pushed that emotion down deep and did his best to stay calm.  Rage didn’t help in a fight.  He had to rely on his training.

      In one way or another Easy had been fighting all his life, from wrestling his older brothers as a child to fighting in the Navy.  They were taught basic hand-to-hand combat in basic training and sparred with one another frequently.  RAKE training involved much more close-combat training, sometimes with weapons, sometimes just with their hands and feet.  Easy had supplemented his military training with martial arts training, sometimes from practitioners near the bases he was stationed at, and sometimes from other soldiers on their long deployments when there was simply nothing else to do in the big interstellar ships but learn new fighting techniques.  Easy had a working knowledge of a dozen different martial arts, but they all blended together into what he felt worked best for him.

      Mace wasn’t the type to show-fight.  They didn’t need to circle each other or waste time feinting.  They just went right to work.  Mace closed the distance, and Easy let him come in.  Over the years Easy had learned to watch his opponents' eyes.  Most fighters telegraphed what they planned to do by looking first.  If they were going to attack the knee, they looked down.  If they planned to strike at his face, they looked there.  Easy fought the tension in his body, trying to stay loose and relaxed.  Tension robbed a person of speed, and in a fight speed was the most important factor, followed closely by skill, then leverage, stamina, and finally strength.  Most fighters got that backward, but Mace didn’t seem like most fighters.  He never took his eyes from Easy’s as he brought his hands up and threw the first punch.

      It was a quick jab straight toward Easy’s chin.  He slipped to the side, avoiding the blow purely on instinct.  There was no rational thought.  Fighting wasn’t like a chess match.  Most of it was reflex and muscle memory.

      Easy threw his own punch, just an easy counter to the jab.  It hit Mace in the shoulder.  It wasn’t meant to do harm.  In fact, it was purely reflex on Easy’s part.  He was just sizing up his opponent, getting the range down, but the punch connected with pure muscle.  If Mace felt it he made no indication, yet the blow told Easy he wasn’t fighting a regular man.  The security professional wasn’t just for show.  He didn’t want to fight for pride, it was something he trained for diligently, like a prize fighter who had spent months preparing himself for a championship bout.

      Mace’s second punch was another quick jab, this one aimed at Easy’s left arm.  It connected, and Mace grabbed Easy’s sleeve.  That’s when the real fight began.  Mace was latched on, and he drove forward, dropping his shoulder and holding Easy’s shirt.  For his part Easy didn’t resist.  There was plenty of room and level footing.  He backpedaled and let Mace lead the fight.  They were both the same height, but Easy was thinner, his muscles like titanium cables.  Mace was thicker, bullish, and strong.  Easy leaned forward, wrapping his arm around Mace’s head, hoping to choke his opponent.  But Mace dropped his chin and hunched his shoulders, keeping Easy from getting around his neck.

      It took Mace three tries to trip Easy, but eventually the former commando went down.  The floor of the warehouse was concrete, completely unyielding.  Easy fell, his body crashing hard onto the floor with Mace right on top of him.  The security man was heavy, but he moved fast.  Elbows and punches landed on Easy, chipping away at his strength and stamina.  It was like trying to fend off a wild animal.  Panic tried to consume Easy’s mind, but he refused to give in.  Fear was there at the edges, but he stayed focused on his opponent, waiting for his opportunity to strike back.

      Easy threw up his legs and managed to get one hooked under Mace’s head.  With a heave he pushed the strong man back and got his other foot under Mace’s chest.  He kicked out, flinging Mace off, but as Easy sat up, the security man was rushing back.  Mace swung a haymaker.  Easy lifted his arms to deflect the blow and protect his head.  The punch was powerful, and even though Easy got his own arm between Mace’s fist and his own head, the blow knocked him sideways.  Mace pounced on him, knocking the wind from his lungs and pushing him forward.  Easy ended up face down on the concrete, the heavier man on his back.  It was a bad position to be in, and even as Mace dropped his elbow onto the back of Easy’s head, pushing down hard to smash Easy’s face into the concrete, somehow he didn’t panic.

      Up above them Tiffany watched the fight.  She was fighting the urge to panic too.  Big Candy had sent her to report what was happening, but she was too frightened to say.  From her perspective, Easy was being pounded into the ground.  He had hardly landed a punch, and Mace was on his back, raining down blows and looking like a lumberjack chopping down a tree.

      She still had Easy’s gun in her hand.  But she had never held a weapon before and certainly had never shot one.  She didn’t know if she could kill a man, although she had dreamed of it often in her short, abuse-filled life.  The one thing she was sure of was that she couldn’t shoot Mace without hitting Easy too, even if her hands weren’t shaking with fear.  But she was shaking, all over.  She was scared, but not just for herself.  She had endured horrors before and had been beaten by cruel, wicked men, and even a few women.  But she wasn’t afraid of getting hurt or even killed.  In that moment, looking down at one of the only people she had ever met that had shown her kindness, she was afraid for him.  She was afraid that Easy was going to die, and she didn’t want that.

      Easy didn’t want to die either.  A primal part of his brain was screaming at him to do something, but experience had taught Easy to endure.  It was better to stay calm, endure the storm, and wait for an opportunity to exploit.  It came when Mace tired of punching with one hand.  He had hammered Easy’s back and hip, but done little real damage.  There was bruising, perhaps a fractured rib.  It would have been enough to take the fight out of most men, but Easy had spent years enduring pain, first from his drill instructors, then in RAKE training.  Giving up simply wasn’t an option for him.

      Mace was huffing and puffing hard.  He shifted his weight from his left arm, which was on Easy’s head and neck, to his right, which he put on Easy’s waist.  Then he lifted his right arm, intending to pound his opponent out.  And why not, Easy wasn’t resisting or trying to get away.  The shift and change of tactics happened fast, less than a second, but it was the opportunity Easy had been waiting for.  He twisted and ducked, lifting his face from the concrete and sliding it down toward his hips.  It wasn’t a big move, but it was enough that Mace’s right fist missed the back of his head and hit the concrete floor instead.

      Easy felt his opponent react to the sudden pain.  Maybe he broke his hand, maybe he just hurt it on the floor, but he pulled back.  It was a purely natural reaction.  People moved away from pain.  Easy capitalized on Mace’s movement, bucking his hips and pushing off the floor.  Mace fell back, and it was Easy’s chance to take the upper hand.  He slung his legs to the side and drove his elbow into Mace’s stomach.  The security man was so solidly built that it was like hitting a heavyweight punching bag.  But Easy was undeterred.  He raised his fist over Mace’s head.  Instinctively, Mace lifted his own hand to block.  Things seemed to slow to a crawl at that moment.  Easy didn’t punch down.  Instead he grabbed hold of Mace’s wrist, the security’s man’s bloody knuckles were already swelling.  Easy threw himself back and brought his legs up over his opponent’s body.  He pulled Mace’s arm out straight, extending it fully, then pressed down with his legs and thrusted his hips up to force Mace’s elbow to bend the wrong way.

      For the first time in the fight Mace bellowed.  It was half rage, half pain.  Easy pulled hard.  Mace was strong and fought the motion, but Easy had greater leverage.  Mace lifted his face into Easy’s leg and bit hard.  His teeth pinched through Easy’s thick cargo pants and found flesh.  It wasn’t enough to get Easy to leg go of his arm though.  Instead he lifted his leg and smashed it down again.  Mace’s head hit the concrete.  The blow dazed him, and Easy yanked back on his arm.  The elbow bent backwards, ligaments tearing the strained joint, then the bones shattered.  Both the ulna and the radius broke from the strain, right where they connected to the elbow.  Easy felt Mace’s arm go limp, but he didn’t let it go.  He lifted his right leg, the one covering Mace’s face, and drew it up toward his chest.  Then he kicked the security man in the side of the head.  Blood flew up as Easy’s boot heel ripped the flesh above Mace’s eye.  Easy kicked again and a third time, hard enough that he lost his hold on Mace’s broken arm.

      Mace capitalized on the momentum and rolled away from Easy.  His broken arm dangled as he got to his feet.  Easy scrambled up and back.  They were both on their feet again, Mace bloody and Easy bruised.  For the first time Mace smiled.  Half of his head was covered in blood.  His eye was swollen shut, his short hair bristling from sweat and blood.  The red gore covered his lips and ran into his mouth to stain his teeth.

      “You do not disappoint, Master Chief,” he said, panting.

      Before Easy could respond Mace drew a knife.  It was a black-bladed lock blade with a metal handle.  It snapped open, and he flipped it in his good hand.  Until that moment Easy had known his opponent was dangerous and had expected him to do something sinister, but seeing the weapon galvanized Easy.  He moved close, doing exactly what his opponent didn’t expect.  Mace had the knife blade pointing down from his fist.  He swung the blade out toward Easy, slashing at his face, trying to drive him backward, but Easy anticipated the slash.  He leaned back and let the blade split the air in front of him, then continued forward.  Mace tried to move back out of reach, but pain and fatigue had slowed him.  It was also sapping him of his strength.  Easy caught the security’s man’s forearm, pushing it forward as he spun on his right foot and snap-kicked the side of Mace’s knee.  It wasn’t a debilitating blow and caused no permanent damage, but it knocked his legs out from under him.  Mace fell hard, and Easy went with him, pushing the knife up and away.  They ended face to face.  Mace’s broken arm was under him, his other was across his chest.

      “Last chance,” Easy said.

      “Screw you,” Mace snarled.

      Easy slid his hand down onto Mace’s wrist, twisting it so the blade was pointing toward the security man’s face.  Then he pushed it up, the sharp point angling toward Mace’s chin.  The fight was over.  Mace didn’t have the strength to resist Easy, but he gave one last monumental effort to buck the commando off him.  But the sudden movement only caused Easy to ram the knife up across Mace’s face.  The blade cut deep and gouged across his skull, before stabbing into the security man’s eye.

      Mace screamed so loud that Easy pushed away from him, scrambling back.  The wailing, blood-curdling scream was followed by the deflated eyeball oozing from its socket and dangling from the optical nerve on Mace’s shaking, blood-covered cheek.  Then Mace passed out, and the warehouse was silent.  Easy looked from his bloody opponent up toward the elevated room.  Tiffany had covered her eyes, and Candy was behind her, standing on one leg, leaning against the door frame.  He nodded to his brother, who left Mace laying on the floor and hurried toward the stairs.
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      “There are other ships in the area,” Kitt said.  “Two just touched down, and a third is circling.”

      “Can you land?” Hutch asked.

      “I guess so.”

      “Then do it.  Easy has Big, and they’re on their way back,” Hutch declared.

      He was standing near a street lamp, watching the shadowy street as his brothers moved slowly toward him.  Easy seemed okay, but Big Candy was hurt.  His shirt and jacket hung open, his big arms draped across Easy and Tiffany’s shoulders as he hobbled along.  Hutch could see one of the big man’s knees was swollen, the flesh straining the stitching of his pants.

      The Saturday Night Fever roared into the air above the park and started to slowly descend.  Hutch left the light post and went to help with Big Candy.

      “What the hell happened?” Hutch declared.

      “It’s a long story,” Easy said.

      “Is that Kitt?” Big asked in a shaky voice.

      “Yeah, he’s here.  I’m not sure what laws we’re breaking having him land in the park.”

      “We’ll worry about that later,” Easy said.

      The ship came down on the sandy ground, flattening a few scrubby bushes.  Hutch wasn’t sure if the shrubs had been planted or if they were some type of weed.  Nothing else was growing in the space that was designated on his map as City Park 2.  The rear hatch opened and descended.  Hutch took over for Tiffany, who looked shaken.  There were tear stains on her cheeks, and her big eyes were puffy.  Hutch took Big’s arm, noticing the blood on his hands and the piss stain on his pants.  He could smell a strange odor coming from Big Candy that he couldn’t recognize, but the way his brother limped along, it was clear that it wasn’t just his knee that had been injured.

      They shuffled up onto the ramp and into the ship.

      “We’re on board,” Hutch said.  “Can you close the rear hatch for us?”

      “Roger that,” Kitt replied.

      “Just put me down here,” Big Candy said.  “I can’t keep going.”

      “We’ll take care of him,” Easy said.  “Get us off world.”

      “On our way,” Kitt replied over the com-link.

      “We need bandages,” Easy said.  “And burn gel.”

      Burns…that was the strange smell Hutch had noticed.  He felt a tingling deep in his guts as the realization of what had happened to Big Candy registered in his mind.

      “Yeah, okay,” Hutch said.

      “And some whisky,” Big Candy huffed.  “Something strong.”

      “Got it,” Hutch replied before rushing upstairs to the common room to gather what was needed.

      “Everyone okay?” Kitt asked, as the Fever lifted off.

      “We’ll survive,” Easy said.  “There are more security people inbound.  Watch yourself.”

      “Roger that, we are getting out of Dodge and headed for orbit,” Kitt replied.

      They circled the city, gaining altitude.  Kitt couldn’t resist looking down at the warehouse.  He was several hundred meters up, but he could see movement around the facility and lights shining in the darkness.

      “Looks like you guys kicked the hornet's nest,” Kitt said.

      “Big Candy is hurt,” Hutch said.  “They must have tortured him.”

      Kitt felt the same hollow feeling his brother had experienced.  They knew Big had been in trouble, but the realization that he had been tortured was still shocking.

      “Is he going to be okay?” Kitt asked.

      “He’ll live,” Easy replied.  “He’s tough.”

      Kitt breathed a sigh of relief and didn’t notice the ship that was behind him until flashes of laser fire ricocheted off the Fever’s deflector shields.  He stiffened and put the ship into a quick turn.

      “Someone’s shooting at us!” Kitt called out.  “I’m activating the artificial gravity, but you better hang onto something.”

      “Go!  Go!  Go!” Easy shouted.

      Kitt flipped the switch that activated the ship’s gravity and felt himself pulled down.  It was a familiar feeling, almost reassuring, but the ship was still in Varsog’s gravity well.  It effectively doubled the sense of gravity and made it a struggle for Kitt to reach up and push the throttles forward.

      He had been climbing, but he leveled the ship before pushing the throttles to their stops.  The ship firing on them had been closing in, but the Fever jumped forward like a rocket.  Kitt did all he could to lessen the gravity effect of sudden acceleration, but he felt himself squeezed hard enough that he struggled to breathe.

      “What…the…hell…Kitt…” Hutch croaked over the com-link.

      “Just hold on,” Kitt said, dialing back their artificial gravity, before pulling back on the twin joysticks and sending the ship shooting straight up.

      There were more flashes of laser fire, but none hit the ship.  The deflectors Hutch bought had saved their lives.  Kitt was glad his brother had chosen quality shielding units.  The ship firing on them was following them up toward orbit but couldn’t keep pace, even with Kitt weaving back and forth to keep from giving the ship a clear shot.

      There wasn’t a lot of atmosphere to buffet the ship as it raced higher and higher.  The new quad engines had no trouble breaking free of the planet’s gravity well, but Kitt kept one eye on their fuel gauge.  The hydrogen tank was below half and feeding the fusion reactor at a steady rate.  They broke into orbit and began a race around Varsog that would sling shot them toward the jump point.  Fortunately there weren't a lot of satellites or incoming traffic.  The only other ship on the Fever’s radar was the ship that was shooting at them.

      “Keep the artificial gravity low,” Easy ordered.  “We need to move Big up to his berth.”

      “Copy,” Kitt replied.  “Who the hell is shooting at us?”

      “The same people who hurt Big,” Easy said.  “If we hadn’t gotten to him when we did, they would have had a small army to stop us.”

      “Looks like your instincts were right,” Kitt said.

      “Are we in danger?” Hutch asked.  “Did you say people were shooting at us?”

      “They were,” Kitt said.  “They’ve broken off pursuit.  They can’t keep pace with the Fever.”

      “We’re circling the planet right?” Easy asked.  “Standard launch trajectory?”

      “Yeah…” Kitt replied, drawing out the word into a question.

      “My guess is they’ll wait for us on the far side and take another shot,” Easy said.  “It would be better to break orbit on the far side and jump to hyperspace from there.”

      Kitt didn’t disagree with his brother, but there were two problems.  The first was their fuel situation.  Using the planet’s gravity to increase their speed was standard procedure because it reduced the need for a ship to produce thrust.  The faster a ship was going when it made the transition to hyper speed, the less fuel it required.  They were already below Kitt’s comfort level.  Not that they would run out, but they needed to resupply, and none of them had the money to do it.

      The second problem was even more complex.  Every system had registered jump points—pre-calculated points in space that made FTL navigation safe.  Jumping without them put the ship at risk for collision.  Hutch’s shields wouldn’t do them much good if they hit another ship or bounced too close to a star.  The navigation computer could handle the calculations given enough time, but there was no guarantee they would survive.

      “Dad always said to bet on yourself,” Kitt said, speaking out loud, but not really intending for his brothers to hear him.

      “What was that?” Hutch asked.

      “Nothing,” Kitt said, altering course slightly, but continuing on the slingshot trajectory.

      The enemy ship was still out there, probably setting up for an attack run, but Kitt knew they were coming.  He wasn’t a military pilot now, but he had been.  The Navy put him through flight training, which included aerial combat.  And the Fever was a powerful, responsive ship.  He rolled his head on his shoulders and popped his knuckles.  Then he took hold of the ship’s controls and prepared for the attack he knew was coming.
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      Easy wasn’t medically trained, but he had seen medics helping injured soldiers on the battlefield and had done his share of emergency trauma on his brothers and sisters in arms.  He, Hutch, and Tiffany carried Big Candy up to his room.  With the artificial gravity dialed back, they were able to lift him.  Easy held Big under his arms, and Hutch took hold of Big’s good leg.  Tiffany didn’t lift the gambler as her job was to support the injured leg.

      When they reached his cabin they put Big on his bed face down.  There were burn marks on the back of his jacket, but it was his pants that were the real problem.

      “This is humiliating,” Big grumbled.

      “Should I leave?” Tiffany asked.

      “Yes please!” Big replied.

      There were burn holes in his pants.  When Mace Sinclair had sent electrical currents through his body, some of them passed out his backside into the metal chair, burned through his clothing, and scorched his flesh.  Fortunately, it was mostly second degree burns.  They had to cut his pants off.

      “You’ve got a burn on your butt,” Hutch declared.

      “He must have been lying,” Easy added.

      “Yes, yes, liar, liar, pants on fire.  I get it.  Very funny,” Big Candy declared, clearly not amused.

      “We need to clean you up,” Easy said.

      Big was clutching a small bottle of whiskey.  He took a swig, frowning as he swallowed, then huffing to catch his breath.

      “Just make it quick,” he grumbled.

      They rinsed a washcloth in the little bathroom, then cleaned Big Candy’s legs.  The first aid kit had medicated burn spray.  They used nearly the entire can on Big’s backside, then carefully covered the burns with bandages.  All the while, Big chugged the whiskey, and by the time they were finished he had emptied the bottle.

      “Get some rest,” Easy said.

      “I will,” Big said, his voice soft.  “Thanks, Easy.”

      “Hey, we all put our necks on the line for your big, dumb butt,” Hutch said.

      Big’s only response was a rumbling snore.

      “It’s a good thing the walls of this ship are so well insulated,” Hutch continued.  “Otherwise we’d never get any sleep.”

      Easy chuckled, then covered his brother with a blanket and headed out of the cabin into the common room, then to the bridge.  Hutch followed, and Tiffany was already strapped into Big’s oversized chair.

      “Sorry about your new clothes, Tiff,” Easy said as he sat down.

      “Yeah, that was a real waste of money,” Hutch declared.

      “It was my first shopping trip,” the young girl replied.  “I don’t think I’ve ever had that much fun in my entire life.”

      Hutch looked at his brother, a chagrined look on his face.  Easy turned his attention to the ship’s viewscreen.  The planet was dark beneath them.  They had already circled around the hot side and were racing hard for the jump point.

      Kitt was surprised that he didn’t see the enemy ship on their radar.  But he stayed loose, not knowing what unexpected danger might crop up at any moment.  They shot free of the planet's gravity.  It slung them toward outer space at high speed, although it didn’t seem like they were moving fast at all.

      “We’re clear,” Hutch said.  “We’ll reach the jump point in less than thirty minutes.”

      “What about the other ship?” Easy asked.

      “The radar is clear,” Hutch replied.

      “That’s good news,” Kitt declared.  “We are out of here.”

      Easy was glad to be out of danger for the moment, but he knew the truth.  If the Rosenshield ships were letting them go, it was because they had some way to track them down.  He hadn’t killed Mace, but it wouldn’t have mattered either way.  Mace didn’t offer to let them go because he was outmatched, but because he knew that one way or another, the people he worked with would catch up to the Saturday Night Fever and her tiny crew sooner or later.

      Easy knew he would have to tell his brothers about the danger they were still in.  But that could wait for later.  He had been in a fight for his life, and Easy was starting to feel like it.  His backside was bruised.  His kidney on one side was hurting, and he had fractured a rib or two in his fight with Mace Sinclair.  He shifted in his seat, trying to get comfortable and grateful that his brother hadn’t dialed up the artificial gravity yet.

      The flight to the jump point was uneventful.  Kitt was glad that he hadn’t altered the course too much.  They made the jump to hyperspace, and he finally let himself relax.

      “We’ll be in the Taxila system in just under twelve hours,” Kitt said.  “Who wants to take the first shift on the bridge?”

      “Not me,” Easy said, standing up.  “I’m going to take a shower, then a nap.”

      “You earned it,” Hutch said.  “I’ll cover the bridge first.”

      “Good, I’m starving,” Kitt said.  “Want a bite to eat, Tiffany?”

      “Sure,” the young girl said.  “What’s at the Taxila system?”

      “We’ll figure that out when we get there,” Easy said.

      They stood together, three brothers and the young girl they had taken under their care, staring at the stars streaking past the ship as it raced through space faster than the speed of light.  They were on their way to the system that would lead to the Fanning Belt in contested space.  And Easy couldn’t help but wonder if they had dodged one danger just to run straight into more.  Only time would tell, and if their dreams led them into a fight, he would be ready for it.
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      “We’re clear, sir,” Thorton Cross said to his boss.

      “What’s the situation?” Franklin Rosenshield asked.

      They were in a huge office with a wall of windows on the Dynasty, the Rosenshields’ personal ship.  It was a space yacht constructed on a battleship frame.  The interior was designed for comfort and decorated to impress visitors with the outrageous wealth of the owner.  The exterior was heavily fortified.  Franklin Rosenshield was the master of a private empire.  He didn’t have political aspirations–governing was beneath him–although he had dozens of high-ranking officials secretly in his employ, all working to increase his wealth and influence.  But he preferred his ship to any planet.  It was one of the only vessels with a quartzite power collector and had enough water and O2 storage that he could live the rest of his natural life without ever needing to resupply.

      “Mace is alive,” Cross said.  “But he took a lot of damage.”

      “Repairable?” Franklin asked.

      “Mostly.  He’ll need a new eye.”

      “That can be arranged,” Franklin said.  “What about the collateral damage?”

      “It’s not a secret.  People know we’re after the Saturday Night Fever and her crew.  But no one knows what happened on Varsog except our people.”

      “And the gambler who escaped,” Franklin said angrily.  “I don’t like it.”

      “We’re making plans now, sir,” Cross said calmly.  “Mace has a tracker on board their ship.”

      “Very good,” Franklin replied.  “At least he did one thing right.  Was my son in danger?”

      “No, sir.  He’s at a spa with full security.”

      “Bring Mace here when he’s presentable.  Send someone else to take point with Desmond.  And get me everything you have on these McCoys.  No one embarrasses my organization and lives to crow about it.”

      “Yes, sir,” the security man said, turning on his heel and hurrying to carry out his boss’s wishes.

      Franklin Rosenshield stood up and looked out the row of windows.  They were transparent steel, reinforced and polished so well that it appeared like an open section of the ship.  Franklin could see the glowing swirl of colors from the nebula the ship was positioned to overlook.  It was a beautiful sight, but Franklin couldn’t appreciate it.  He was obsessed with how four brothers no one had ever heard of before had besmirched his flawless reputation.  It was a slight he couldn’t overlook and would never forgive.  Franklin Rosenshield was too experienced to rush into anything, but he would track down the absurdly named ship and her tiny crew.  It would become his obsession in life.  Nothing would stop him from finding the ship and making an example of the crew–one that no one in the galaxy could ignore.  That thought alone made him smile.  For a man who had everything he could ever want, revenge was the sweetest pleasure in his pampered life.  He would have it, no matter the cost.
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      Thanks for joining me on this crazy adventure with four brothers on a space ship called the Saturday Night Fever.  I wanted to write something fun, retro, and different.  And Space Fever became an absolute blast to write.  I’m now hard at work on book two of the McCoy Chronicles – Staying Alive.  It should be published in October.  You can follow me on Amazon or go to my website and sign up for my email newsletter to get announcements about every new book that I publishing: www.tobyneighbors.com

      

      Looking for a great series to jump into while you wait for Staying Alive?  Read on for a sample from my Dragon Team Seven trilogy.  It’s a military Sci-fi adventure about a group of friends who join the military to escape an over-crowed earth.  Once in the elite Dragon Teams, they discover that things aren’t quite what they expected.  They’ll have to lean heavily on one another if they hope to survive and make a difference for the human race.
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      “Okay, okay, everyone listen up,” Vice Principal Ackers said from the front of the auditorium. “This is your last day. So everyone listen up, and we’ll make this quick.”

      “For once, I hope he’s not lying,” Ty said.

      “Ackers loves the sound of his own voice,” Jules said. “No way this is short.”

      “It’s the last day,” Ember said. “He can’t keep us over. The whole school will riot.”

      Nicolas Nichols chuckled at the thought of his classmates in open rebellion. That thought—added to the fact that it was his last day of public school, ever—was enough to keep his spirits up, even if the vice principal went into one of his trademark, long-winded rants.

      “If you’re in the first two rows, congratulations. You’ve been accepted for continued education. The rest of you have less appealing options. For those of you with family money, you can look forward to a mediocre life, probably in your family business. The rest of you will be assigned to the Unskilled Labor Union. Pay your dues, work hard, and save as much as you can, and perhaps in sixty or seventy years you’ll have enough to buy into a better union or guild. I will only say this once, so please listen: if you are not at the ULU central office at eight o’clock sharp in the morning, you will not have a job. And you know what that means: maintenance on Mars or a mining venture off-world. Without work, there is no housing. Without housing, you will be considered a delinquent and treated as such. If you have questions, please see Counselor Veckle. Class of 2437, you are officially dismissed.”

      The entire auditorium jumped to their feet. Bright future or not, everyone was glad to be done with school. Nick followed his friends—who had all been sitting in the fifth row of the stadium—out of the building and into the rare Seattle sunshine. It seemed like a perfect day. And like every other graduate, Nick planned to make every second count.

      “Where to, Nick?” Kal asked. He was shorter than Nick, with black hair and the perpetual tan that arose from his Pacific Islander heritage.

      “Home to pack,” Nick said. “One hour and we meet back here.”

      “I can’t believe this is the last time I’ll ever go home,” Ember said. She was thin and taller than Kal, with fiery red hair and alabaster skin.

      “Nothing to miss there,” Jules said. She had the thick build of an athlete and kept her brunette hair shaved on the sides of her head.

      “Rumor has it that the ULU dorms are worse,” Ty said. He was the biggest of the group of friends. His skin was black, his shoulders broad, and his waist narrow. “You think that’s even possible?”

      “Sure,” Nick said. “But home is where we make it. Family too. As long as we’re together, we’ll be fine.”

      “Damn straight,” Kal said, giving Nick a high-five.

      They left the school’s green space together. It was the only place with real grass in the entire district. Just outside the school, huge high-rise buildings that looked like gray tombstones for giants rose up all around them. There were no streets—just wide walkways that formed a grid between the dull buildings. The lower levels of the institutional structures were semi-commercial. Of course, nothing but government-owned or subsidized businesses existed in Seattle’s eight districts. Overpopulation following the Great Trade over three centuries before had put a stranglehold on the world’s economy. When humans lived three times as long as they used to, there simply wasn’t enough of anything anymore—least of all living space.

      Nick and his friends lived in separate buildings, but they had been in school together for sixteen years, starting with preschool at age three. Finally, after enduring the rigors of public education and the crushing poverty of their exhausted parents, they were free…at least, it felt like freedom at the moment. They had choices, after all—even if none of the choices were appealing.

      Crime was epidemic in the cities, which meant working a job just to stay out of the system. A person had more freedom on a colony, but the living environments were harsh and dangerous. Most people simply moved from public school into the working sector that was chosen for them. If a person didn’t excel at academics, have a small fortune, or possess some rare skill, they went into the Unskilled Labor Union to be shuffled into one of three divisions: maintenance, service jobs, or manufacturing. Still, to Nick’s way of thinking, working and living on his own would be much more enjoyable than attending school, with its strict code of conduct, and being a drain on his parents’ paper-thin resources.

      He went up the six flights of stairs in building 418 on Pratt Street. The building was identical to all the others in Seattle’s urban jungle. His parents had managed to secure an apartment almost an entire century after they had graduated high school. Every day, they worked twelve-hour shifts and raised their government-approved two children in an apartment with less than 180 square feet of total space. Nick didn’t have a room; he had an alcove with three drawers beneath his mattress and a curtain for privacy.

      His mother worked the night shift, and while Nick didn’t respect his parents’ choices, he did love them. It wasn’t their fault that after working hard labor for a century, they had almost no energy left for their children. They even sacrificed seeing each other, as they worked opposing shifts so that there was always someone home in case their kids needed them. Still, attention and affection were not part of Nick’s childhood. The best way he felt he could show his parents his appreciation for raising him was to relieve them of the obligation of providing for him.

      He gently slid back the curtain that covered his narrow bed. His alcove was in the narrow space between the kitchen and bathroom of their tiny apartment. Lawrence, Nick’s younger brother, occupied an identical bunk below Nick’s. Their parents slept on a small bed pushed into the corner of the one-room apartment, shielded with oriental standing shades. In two years, when Lawrence moved out, they would have their humble abode back, along with the privacy it provided them—although it would make more sense to rent out the alcoves to supplement their meager income.

      “Nick,” his mother’s voice was thick. It was obvious she had just woken up.

      “Sorry, mom,” he said. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “That’s okay. Come here a second.”

      He slipped between the oriental shades, his bag filled with his clothes and toiletries already over one shoulder. All he needed was his coat, and he would have everything he owned removed from his parents’ apartment.

      “Did you get your assignment?” his mother asked.

      “ULU,” Nick said. “Orientation is at eight o’clock sharp.”

      “Aren’t you going to stay the night here? We could have a special meal together. I know your father would like to see you before you leave.”

      Nick knew that wasn’t true. His father wasn’t a bad guy, but he was so beaten down by the system that he was little more than a mindless cog. Every day he came home half an hour past seven, ate a protein bar, took a little yellow pill, and watched television until he passed out. Drugs were common, a crowd-control device used by large corporations to keep their work force content despite the lack of opportunities or fulfillment. His mother and father only saw each other one day a week, and over the years, that day had become a well-orchestrated act of avoidance. They didn’t talk about anything important, didn’t do anything that would necessitate free thought or exchange of opinions, and showed absolutely no affection. His parents shared one meal together, but otherwise allowed their partner to maintain their sleep schedule and routine.

      “Can’t. I’m going out with my friends,” Nick said. There was no need to defend his decision. Nick’s group of friends had been his de facto family for most of his life. His mother knew it was true, even if it pained her to admit it.

      “I want to know what you are doing,” she said. “I know you’re going to be busy, but there’s always time to write.”

      “I’ll message you, Mom. I promise.”

      She hugged him; it was the first hug he could remember since he was in grade school. He was surprised as tears stung his eyes.

      “Be safe,” she said suddenly, pushing him away.

      “I will, Mom.”

      She lay down on the narrow bed, rolling away from him. Nick stood by his mother’s bed, feeling sad for reasons he couldn’t explain and didn’t understand. Then he turned and walked out of their tiny home determined to face life on his own terms.
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      Nick logged out of the bottling plant and went straight to the commissary. For two weeks he had slaved in the plant, scorching his hands on hot bottles straight out of the sterilization bath. He wore rubber gloves as he checked the safety seals on the bottle tops, with cotton gloves beneath that, but his hands still burned from the hot bottles—and the cotton gloves soaked with sweat until the skin on his fingers pruned and split. Still, his job wasn’t as labor-intensive as Kal’s in the protein-synthesizing factory or Ty’s building wooden pallets that were used to stack and move cargo.

      He joined the long line of workers waiting to access their credit accounts. It was payday, Nick’s first since joining the work force. He was anxious to see his money, even if it was just numbers on a screen. When he finally reached the front of the line, he stepped up to the kiosk and swiped his ID card, then punched in his PIN. The account overview came up, showing his balance after two weeks. His mouth went dry as he scanned the deductions. More than half of his paycheck had been withheld for taxes. Half of what was left went back to pay for his place in the dorm and his cafeteria plan. Most galling of all, the Unskilled Labor Union took a significant percentage of his pay as bi-monthly dues. What was left wouldn’t even be enough for a single night on the town.

      “Let’s go, kid,” the man in line behind Nick said.

      Anger burned in the pit of Nick’s stomach. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing, and to be rushed through the shocking experience made matters worse. Still, there was nothing to be done. He hit the exit icon and walked away with the bitter taste of disappointment in his mouth.

      For two weeks Nick and his friends had done their best to adjust to life among the aimless and depressing crowds of the ULU dormitories. The housing facilities were nothing more than long rooms with rows of cots. The security was lax, and there was absolutely no privacy. Still, he saw his friends every evening, and they took their first and last meal each day together. When a group of dubious-looking people in gray coats came around calling themselves inspectors, the group of friends stood together and kept the thieves away from their meager belongings. It wasn’t much, but the people around them had even less. Most were isolated, abused, and without friends. When Nick got back to the dorm, he saw immediately that his friends were just as frustrated and depressed as he was over his pathetic paycheck.

      “Finally,” Kal said. “Let’s go eat. I’m starving.”

      “Might as well,” Ty said. “We’re paying enough for the food, if you can call it that.”

      “I thought the cafeteria at school was bad,” Jules said.

      “At least it was free,” Ty said. “I didn’t know things could get worse.”

      “So you all got paid?” Nick asked.

      “More like robbed,” Kal said.

      “How was your account?” Ember asked Nick.

      “Barely there,” he said. “Less than a hundred creds.”

      “It’s outrageous,” Ty complained as they walked down to the cafeteria. “At this rate, we’ll never get out of here.”

      “I guess the teachers were right,” Kal said. “If we scrimp and save for a hundred years, we might be able to buy an apartment.”

      “It’s not right, man,” Ty said.

      “What choice do we have?” Nick said, trying to calm his friend down. “We have to work. I don’t think busting rock in the Belt would be any better. If the food here is bad, think how terrible things would be on Mars.”

      “We could always go black market,” Jules said. “I know some people dealing uppers that make three times what we do, and they don’t pay a cent in taxes.”

      “And how long would that last before we’re caught and locked up?” Ember said. “I’ll take ULU over prison, thank you very much.”

      They went into the cafeteria and stood in line for nearly half an hour, only to get a small tray with bland protein loaf, crackers, syntha-fruit, and tea so weak that it was little more than water. They all ate simply to fuel their bodies, which was what the meal was designed to do. They could buy better food if they had enough credits, but what they had wouldn’t go far outside the ULU district. They were on their way back to the dorm when Nick spotted the flyer for the Space Marines. He plucked it from the announcement board almost on a whim and didn’t even look at it until he was in his bunk.

      It didn’t take a genius to realize how good he actually had things back home. At least in his little alcove bed in his parents’ apartment, he could pull the curtain and have a little privacy. Back home, no one followed him into the bathroom. His parents’ apartment was quieter too and more comfortable, even if it was just a tiny, one-room dwelling.

      He was tired, but sleep eluded him in the noisy room. People were talking and playing games, and some were snoring so loudly that they sounded like wild animals caught in a trap. Nick rolled onto his side and pulled the brochure out. It was an old-fashioned printed flyer—just a sheet of paper. Nick knew about the Space Marines. The Proxy took people off-world, trained them in combat, and dropped them on contested planets. Of course, he only knew what the Proxy wanted him to know. Since first contact, the aliens had been secretive. Their technology had saved millions of lives, which seemed like a good thing—until the planet was busting at the seams. To alleviate the pressure, the Proxy (as they were known) offered to take as many able-bodied men and women into their employ as were willing to go. But those people never came back, and most humans distrusted the tall, strange-looking aliens.

      The brochure was enticing, Nick had to admit. In bold letters it outlined several reasons why joining the service was a step up from his current position. Tax-free income, the flyer promised. Food, uniforms, and housing supplied at no cost to enlisted personnel. Signing bonus, skills training, and—most importantly—transportation to Elysium for every marine who completes the terms of their enlistment.

      Nick lay back and considered the idea. He had seen the holo-vids of Elysium; the planet was paradise. Of course, there was no real proof it existed. Movie-makers created fantasy worlds all the time, complete with animals and plant life. The movies looked so real, just like the holo-vids of Elysium. But without the technology for interstellar travel—a secret the Proxy were unwilling to share at any cost—the only way to reach the enticing world was on board their war ships. And once a person was there, they had no way back…not that Nick could think of a compelling reason to want to come back to an overcrowded and polluted Earth.

      “What are you looking at?” Jules asked him.

      “Nothing,” Nick said, laying the piece of paper flat on his chest.

      “I can see the paper, Nick,” she insisted. “What is it?”

      “Just a flyer. Space Marines.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No,” he said, handing her the flyer. “It doesn’t sound too bad.”

      “If any of it is true,” she replied. “Do you know anyone who’s enlisted?”

      “No,” Nick admitted.

      “Ever heard of anyone coming back?”

      “Why would they want to?” Nick asked. “I’m not going to sign up. It’s just a flyer.”

      She looked at the paper, her brows furrowing in a way that Nick recognized to be disbelief. The funny thing was, he knew exactly how she felt. The promises on the brochure sounded amazing, especially compared to their current situation. But when things sounded too good to be true, they usually were. His father had taught him that.

      Suddenly he realized something he’d never thought of before. Why was he living out his father’s maxims? What did Nick’s parents have that made him want to follow in their footsteps? He rolled over on his cot, the support bands creaking under his weight. At that moment, he didn’t want Jules to see his face because for the first time in his young life, he was considering that maybe the Space Marines were a viable option. The thought made him smile. He felt like he’d just discovered a secret, and he didn’t want anyone to burst his bubble. Closing his eyes, he imagined what it would be like to walk through a meadow of lush grass barefoot while a stream of cool, clean water flowed past him. He could see his hands filled with dark, rich soil. In his imagination he had a real home, and his table was piled with fresh vegetables, baked treats, and roasted meat—not protein substitute or flavored soy, but actual meat. He’d tasted real meat just one time in his life, and he had dreamed of it ever since.

      That night, Nick slept better than he expected. His bank account was nearly empty and his situation bleak, but in his dreams all of that was changing. And when he woke up, his mind was settled; all that remained was to convince his friends to come with him.
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      “Proxy Marines?” Kal said. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am,” Nick said. “Look at the flyer.”

      “I don’t care what that thing  says,” Kal argued. “I don’t plan on dying for a bunch of egghead Proxy. You know the PMC is suicide, right?”

      “No, I don’t know that,” Nick replied. “What I do know is that if we stay here, we’re going to end up just like our parents.”

      They were standing just outside the dormitory under a thin awning. Rain was falling, and the two friends had their hands buried deep in the pockets of their overcoats. Nick knew that he needed Kal’s support. The rest of the group would tag along if Nick and Kal were interested in something. Everyone had their own opinions, but Kal was a natural skeptic. He didn’t like or trust the Proxy, no matter what their teachers said about the galactic travelers.

      “You don’t know that,” Kal argued.

      “I know how much money we made after working non-stop all week. At this rate, it really will take a century just to get out of the dorm.”

      “Not if we pool our money,” Kal said. “The way we planned, remember?”

      “I do remember,” Nick argued.

      “We’re going north. The mountains are less crowded. We’ll find work.”

      “And how will that be any different than it is here?”

      “We won’t have to pay union dues, for one thing,” Kal said.

      “The union is the only reason we make a living wage. If we go north, we might not be able to earn enough money to live on.”

      “That’s an urban myth, dude.”

      “And you know this how?” Nick let the question hang a moment. “If the opportunities were better outside the city, more people would leave this craphole. Come on, Kal—all I’m asking is that we hear the recruiter out.”

      “And what happens if we enlist and they split us up? We might never see each other again.”

      “We hardly see each other now,” Nick replied. “We work twelve-hour days. That doesn’t leave much time for socializing. And we don’t have money to do anything outside the dorms, anyway. The food is terrible and the conditions are worse. Sooner or later, someone is going to get hurt or sick—and then what will we do?”

      “We’ll look out for each other, the way we always have.”

      “Look, if we stay here—and if we’re ultra-conservative—we might be able to save enough credits to purchase a tiny apartment in fifty or sixty years. That’s only if nothing happens and we live like monks for decades.”

      “I know that,” Kal said. “But it’s better than being dead.”

      “The term of enlistment with the PMC is five years. If we get through five years together, they not only take us to Elysium, but we’ll have saved more money than we could have saved slaving here for a century. I know it’s a risk, but it’s worth taking.”

      “It won’t be if someone dies.”

      “The Proxy have the best medical facilities in the galaxy,” Nick argued. “Food, money, a future...if it’s half as good as it sounds, I’m doing it.”

      “You’ve already made up your mind?”

      “I won’t end up like this, Kal. I can’t check scalding hot bottle caps for decades, man. I’ll go crazy.”

      “You’ll get a promotion.”

      “There are a hundred guys with more experience who think the same thing.”

      “They don’t have your skills, Nick. You’re the smartest dude I know.”

      “And the managers don’t care how much you know—it’s all about who you know. We didn’t get into college, which means we’ll never be more than shift supervisors. No matter how lucky we get, we’ll never have the opportunity to do more than just scrape by. The game is rigged on Earth, Kal. We both know it.”

      “And the risk increases a hundredfold if we leave,” Kal replied. “We have to give this a little more time. It will all work out. You’ll see.”

      Nick followed Kal back into the dorm. He wouldn’t force his friend to join him or press the others to choose sides. Nick had meant what he said: he couldn’t stay. But if Kal was opposed to going, Nick would do it alone and quietly, without telling the others.

      They walked around a corner and suddenly found themselves face-to-face with three big men. One of the men had gloves on with metal studs on the knuckles, and another had a thick, white scar that ran from his right temple to his jaw.

      “Been looking for you two,” the man with the scar said. “Yesterday was payday. You owe the Syndicate a weekly security fee. A hundred creds each.”

      “What are you talking about?” Kal asked.

      The scar-faced man grinned, showing a mouthful of jumbled, rotting teeth. “Show him what I’m talking about, Richie.”

      The man with the metal knuckles moved fast. He stepped toward Kal and threw a punch at the dark-skinned boy’s stomach. It wasn’t the first fistfight Nick and Kal had been in; there were plenty of fights in school. Kal reacted to the aggression without much thought. He twisted out of the path of the blow and shoved the man away.

      The third man in the group wore a red bandana over his balding head. He tried to grab Nick, but the younger man stepped back, bringing up his hands to protect his face as the scar-faced man threw a looping punch. Nick caught the punch on his arm, then countered with a quick jab at the man’s nose. The jab landed. It wasn’t a hard punch, but the scar-faced man stumbled back.

      Kal and Nick didn’t wait to see what the three men would do. They turned and ran, trying to put as much distance as they could between themselves and their attackers.

      “What the hell was that about?” Kal whispered furiously.

      “The Syndicate?” Nick asked. “You ever heard of that?”

      “Only on television,” Kal replied. “I barely got a hundred credits after all the fees, dues, and deductions.”

      “Same. But we can’t hide from those goons forever.”

      They were in an alcove just off the stairwell. Nick knew it wouldn’t take the men long to find them, and his instincts told him they wouldn’t give up. The “protection money” the men were extorting from Nick and Kal would put a major dent in their plans to get out of the dorms.

      “So what do we do?” Kal asked. “I ain’t paying for protection from criminals.”

      “They’ll rough us up if we don’t,” Nick said. “I doubt the security force cares too much about us.”

      “Let’s get back upstairs before those guys corner everyone else.”

      Nick led the way. They climbed four flights of stairs to reach the open dorm that was their home. As they walked into the big open room, half the beds were still occupied. Ty sat on his own cot, rubbing his eyes as Jules and Ember came out of the bathroom together. Nick and Kal hurried to join them.

      “Get up,” Nick told Ty.

      “I am, I am—don’t rush me.”

      “Hey, what’s going on?” Jules asked as the two girls approached.

      “Have any of you been asked for money from a group of rough-looking guys?” Nick asked.

      The looks of the others expressed exactly what Nick was feeling: they couldn’t afford to pay anyone. Working so hard for just a pittance was difficult and depressing—but working for nothing was unthinkable.

      “Hell, no,” Ty replied.

      “Well, we just were,” Kal confessed. “Three big guys. One had metal knuckles.”

      “What did you do?” Ember asked.

      “We fought them off and ran for it,” Nick said. “But they’ll be back.”

      “What did they want?” Jules asked.

      “A hundred creds each,” Kal said. “They called it protection money.”

      “Protection from who?” Ty asked. “Sounds like we need protection from them.”

      “It’s extortion,” Jules said. “We should go to the security office.”

      “And tell them what? That three bullies are trying to steal our money?” Nick asked.

      “That’s exactly what we should tell them,” Jules argued.

      “There they are!” came an angry shout from across the dorm.

      The voice of the scar-faced man was unmistakable, even though his nose was clogged with blood from Nick’s jab. The entire group of friends turned, looking at the approaching trio of thugs. Ty was the biggest member of the group. When he stood up, his broad shoulders strained against the thin fabric of his t-shirt. Nick saw a look of doubt suddenly cloud the eyes of the three older men approaching them. They no longer had the advantage of outnumbering Nick and Kal.

      “The Syndicate gets paid,” the scar-faced man said when he was just ten feet away from Nick and his friends. “Everyone knows it. We collect every other week. A hundred cred or you wind up dead.”

      “That’s extortion,” Jules said. “We’ll report you to the security office.”

      “You do that, love,” the man said with a grin that showed his rotten teeth. “Tell inspector Quidby that his old friend Amos says hello.”

      “We can’t afford a hundred cred a week,” Kal complained. “We won’t have anything left if we pay you.”

      “Well, that’s too bad, kid. You’re breaking my heart.”

      “We won’t pay,” Nick stated, his heart thundering away in his chest.

      “Oh, you’ll pay. You won’t always be together. Get the credits, or the next time we meet, I’ll take the payment right out of your mangy hide, boy.” He swiped his nose and left a bloody streak across his face. “I owe you one, that’s for certain. And I won’t forget.”

      They turned and left the dormitory. Nick was filled with so much anger that his hands were shaking. He knew they were in trouble. The man had been right: they couldn’t stay together all the time, not when they worked in different factories in different parts of the city.

      “What do we do now?” Ember asked as they sat down on two of their narrow cots, facing one another.

      “Nick’s got an idea,” Kal said. “Why don’t you tell them what you were telling me?”

      “You mean the PMC?” Nick asked.

      “Yeah, I think maybe you were right...things don’t look so good around here, and I don’t think they’ll get better any time soon.”

      “PMC?” Ty asked. “As in the military?”

      “Yeah,” Nick said. “I think maybe it’s worth checking out.”
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