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      “An automated scan won’t set off alarm bells,” Hutch declared.  “Stop whining.”

      “Your knee is jacked up,” Kitt added.  “We’ve got to make sure it’s not broken.”

      “It’s just a bruise,” Big Candy grumbled, although his knee was still swollen and he couldn’t put any weight on it.

      “Don’t be so cantankerous,” Hutch said.  “We’re trying to help you.”

      The trio of brothers limped along the corridor toward the automated diagnostic booth that was part of the spaceport in Mede City on Darius Three in the Taxila system.  There were people everywhere, and none paid them any attention whatsoever.  Big Candy, as his name suggested, was a large man.  He was a full head taller than his brothers.  Kitt was on one side, Hutch on the other, supporting Big’s full weight as he hobbled along.  They had been on world for almost a full day trying to convince Big Candy to get his leg checked out after the gambler had been tortured by the thugs that worked for the Rosenshield family.

      “I don’t need help,” he complained.

      “So we should just leave you here then?” Hutch argued.

      The look on Big Candy’s face was part surprise and part resignation.  He knew that if they left him he wouldn’t get far.  So he focused on moving toward the med booth.  There were big display screens built into the walls of the spaceport corridors.  Videos played, and high-resolution images flashed.  Mede City was a thriving metropolis on one of the oldest terraformed planets in the galaxy.  Darius Three had once been little more than noxious rock that just happened to be orbiting in the habitable zone around Taxila, a bright yellow star in the beta arm of the Milky Way galaxy.  But decades of constant growth had brought millions of colonists to the planet, which had flourished with the help of atmospheric processors and an aggressive seeding program that turned the dull, barren landscape into a lush world with varying ecosystems that supported thousands of species.  Humans farmed large swaths of rich land, while saving over half of the planet’s surface as protected forests.  New Mede was by far the largest city, with nearly twenty million people living and working in the metroplex.

      “I’ll get my knee checked,” Big Candy finally said.  “If that will make you feel better.”

      “We’re trying to help you feel better,” Kitt said.

      “Yeah, no one is enjoying waiting on you hand and foot except for you,” Hutch added.

      “I told you all to let me see to myself,” Big argued, but there wasn’t much conviction in his voice.

      The truth was, after being rescued from Mace Sinclair on Varsog, Big had some mental trauma to deal with.  His usual jovial manner was becoming more vicious.  Big loved his brothers and was thankful they had risked their lives to save him, but he felt overwhelmed by the fear and pain that still plagued him.

      “We’re here now,” Kitt said.  “Let’s get you seen to.  I’m guessing you tore a tendon in that knee.”

      “I wish I could have been there to see Easy in action when he took down Oslo Djokovic’s goons,” Big said.  “I’ll have something to say to that bastard when we meet again.”

      “Let’s hope we never do,” Hutch grumbled.

      “Yeah, let’s keep our eyes on the prize, as dad used to say,” Kitt said.  “Once we get you fixed up, Big, we can finally do what we set out to do.”

      They were talking about mining quartzite crystals on the planetoid in the center of an asteroid field known as the Fanning Belt.  It was dangerous and illegal, but technically in contested space, which meant it wasn’t officially under the Galactic Union or the Independent Coalition of Planets.  Not that it would be easy.  Just getting there would require running the GU blockade, and then navigating the asteroid field, which would be impossible without the course that Hutch had discovered in an old navigation computer.  He’d installed it on their ship the Saturday Night Fever, though it was really Big Candy’s ship, an elegant, old Endurance class space yacht that was fully restored with new hybrid quad engines.  The Fever was well-built and solid, but none of that mattered if the coordinates in the old nav computer weren’t accurate.  And the only way to find out was to run the blockade and actually test the intricate course through the asteroids.

      “Alright, alright, I understand,” Big said.

      They had reached the booth.  It was a simple automated system.  Big had to duck to get into the hatch, but once inside he stood up straight, holding onto a handle in the ceiling.  The autodoc ran a full body scan.  Healthcare was free on most civilized worlds since the invention of automatic diagnostic machines.  Medicine was now the domain of robots, advanced pharmaceuticals, and medical engineers.

      Outside the booth, Hutch went for coffee while Kitt waited on his brother.  The diagnostic scan took only a couple of minutes, but if the damage wasn’t too bad the automated system could actually do laparoscopic surgery to repair Big’s knee.  At least that was what Kitt was hoping for.

      Inside the booth, a ring of scanners slowly descended.  Big didn’t like doctors.  He was one of four brothers crewing the Saturday Night Fever, and he was the eldest.  At fifty-seven years old, he would have been a prime candidate for age reduction therapy.  But that kind of medical treatment cost millions of credits.  Big had just enough money in his banking accounts to support his bachelor lifestyle.  He was a professional gambler, although he didn’t compete in sanctioned tournaments.  Instead, he contracted with various resorts and casinos where he traded room, board, and stake in the games he played for a very generous cut of his winnings.  His last stint on Esbe Four had taken a wrong turn though.  He had beaten Desmond Rosenshield, the public face of the very old, unbelievably wealthy family.  The kid had taken it hard.  It wasn’t about the money, but his ego.  He’d sent his goons to send Big Candy a message, and things had escalated from there.

      Big and his brothers’ father, Eustace McCoy, had died at fifty-six years old, which meant Big Candy was already a year older than his father had been.  Death was a near constant specter in Big’s life, yet he didn’t want to be dependent on medication and worse yet, moderation of his overindulgent lifestyle.  The scan by the autodoc lasted ninety seconds, and now that it was over a list of issues that had been discovered appeared on a small screen.  He was overweight, pre-diabetic, at high risk for heart disease, had too-high blood pressure and too-low vitamin levels.  He could tap the screen for a prescription of various drugs to help negate the issues.  He was also, as expected, a prime candidate for age therapy.  And finally, he needed to spend more time outdoors in moderate climates and regular exercise.  Big Candy ignored the warnings and the prescribed therapies.  His focus was on his knee.

      Olso Djokovic’s thug had smash-kicked Big’s knee.  The pain had been nearly overwhelming and still flared when he moved his leg the wrong way.  He could neither straighten his leg nor bend it completely.  Putting weight on it was absolutely out of the question.  The pain from his other injuries was minor in comparison.  The autodoc showed that he had torn his patellar tendon, damaged the cartilage, and bruised his knee cap.  There were two treatments available, the first being a quick laparoscopic surgery that could be done right then in the booth.  It would repair the tendon, but would only be a temporary fix.  The other would be to schedule a full knee replacement at a local surgical center where he could have the operation performed and receive post-op care and physical therapy.

      Big Candy groaned and opted for the laparoscopic procedure.  He had to unfasten his pants and lower them down to his ankles.  It was strangely embarrassing to the gambler.  The booth was private, but he knew the entire operation was being recorded.  Fortunately, a sedative gas was sprayed in the booth.  As Big stood up straight and took hold of the handles above his head, he felt slightly dizzy, but no longer concerned about anything.  The raging pain in his knee dimmed to a dull ache.  Then his thigh was injected with eight quick shots of local anesthetic.  It was painful, but not bad, and the sedative kept him from caring too much.  A few minutes later a robotic arm extended.  It cut open the side of Big Candy’s leg.  A small tube began to suck the blood and fluids that were released from the cut-away.  Big was looking down and saw the operation begin, but couldn’t feel anything.  It was like watching it happen to someone else’s body.  The robotic arm extended into the cut, doing its work to patch the torn ligament and doctor his damaged knee.  The entire procedure lasted less than ten minutes.  The cut was sealed with some type of glue and covered with a small self-adhesive bandage.

      A message indicated that he should pull his pants back up.  More gas was sprayed into the booth to help negate the sedation.  He fumbled with his pants but managed to get them pulled up.  His knee was still swollen, but much less than before the operation.  A small bottle was ejected into the booth’s medication chute.  Inside were narcotics for pain and antibiotics in case of infection.  Big took the pill bottle, stuck it in his pocket, and read the final instructions.

      He needed a leg brace to help steady his knee.  One could be purchased in a medical supply store or ordered for delivery.  He was to avoid exercise for two weeks, then follow a carefully prescribed physical therapy regimen that would be sent to his PCL.  Big pressed the button that opened the booth's door and found his brothers sipping coffee.

      “Let’s get some real food for lunch,” he said enthusiastically.

      “How’s the knee?” Kitt asked.

      “Fixed it right up,” Big said.  “I don’t see how you two can drink that swill all the time.  It’s bad for you.”

      “You’re one to be talking,” Hutch said.

      “It’s rude to criticize someone’s dietary choices,” Kitt said with a grin.

      Big leaned onto his brothers, but he could now put some weight on his bad leg.  The local anesthetic was still working.  His knee was completely numb.  There was no doubt it would hurt later, but Big Candy was ready to take advantage of the brief window of feeling no pain.

      “Alright, I saw a kiosk selling tacos,” Hutch said.  “Come on.”

      They led Big Candy forward.  “I love tacos,” he said.  “I may eat ten of them.”

      “He must be feeling better,” Kitt said.

      “Some things never change,” Hutch chimed in, and they all chuckled.
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      Easy McCoy moved to the door of his berth on the Saturday Night Fever.  His hip was aching, and his ribs hurt with every breath.  But the pain was just a reminder of his victory over Mace Sinclair.  The security man had challenged him to a fight, and Easy had taken his lumps.  Mace was strong and skilled, but ultimately Easy’s thirty years of experience in the Navy as a RAKE Operator had turned the tide.

      In the center section of the ship, the salon as Big Candy called it, Tiffany was busy in the galley.  Easy watched her for a moment, just smelling the coffee she had brewing.  For a young woman on her own, she had grit.  Not long ago she had been a slave, forced to do whatever her masters desired.  She had been abused, overworked, and traded back and forth.  It was more than enough to cause a person to give up on life.  Yet Tiffany seemed completely unfazed by the horrors of her past.

      “Morning,” Easy said, still in the doorway of his cabin.

      “Oh, hey, you’re up,” she said.  “We’re on Darius Three.  Kitt and Hutch took Big Candy to get his leg worked on.”

      “That’s good,” Easy said, feeling a stab of fear about his brothers being on world without him there to watch out for them.

      The truth was that Mace Sinclair was still alive.  Easy had broken his arm, and when Mace pulled a knife on him, Easy turned the blade on Mace, cutting his face and ruining his eye.  That had been the end of the fight, but it didn’t mean the threat was over.  Perhaps Mace would accept defeat and move on.  It would be the smart thing to do.  But Easy had a feeling neither Mace Sinclair, nor the Rosenshields, would let bygones be bygones.

      “You made coffee?” Easy asked.

      “I don’t drink it.  Too bitter for me.  But Kitt said you would want some.”

      “Thank you,” Easy said.  “That’s very kind.”

      He walked over to the counter and sat down on one of the barstools.  He was moving slowly and carefully.  Easy took some pride in the soreness after a fight, but he didn’t want to make the pain any worse.  By the time he was settled Tiffany had set a coffee cup in front of him and was filling it from the pot.  Easy could tell that she was accustomed to waiting tables.  It was just one of the many jobs she had been forced to do as a slave.  And despite the fact that slavery had been outlawed in civilized societies for centuries, it was still a blight on the galaxy.  Mankind had conquered space, but was still prone to the darker side of its nature.

      “I love this ship,” she said.  “It’s sort of retro cool.”

      “Yeah, I think that’s what Big Candy was going for,” Easy replied, sipping the hot brew.

      She leaned against the counter.  She was still in the tattered clothes she had fled Trajan Station in.  They were low-cut and revealing, but one of Easy’s brothers had given her a jacket.  It was too big for her.  She had to roll up the sleeves and fold the opening across her body like a bathrobe, which was cinched up with someone’s belt.  Easy felt a pang of regret.  They had let her shop on Varsog, but the clothes had been cast aside by Mace Sinclair’s people, and there had been no time to retrieve them.  In fact, they had barely escaped the Zimmer system alive.  The reinforcements Mace Sinclair had called in had been right on their heels as they raced off world and out of the system.

      “We need to get you more clothes,” Easy said.

      Tiffany looked down at the coat she was wrapped up in.  “I’ve worn a lot worse,” she said.

      Easy was sure she had.  The girl was maybe eighteen years old if she was lucky, although he would have guessed sixteen just by looking at her.  Easy was old enough to be her father.  And he knew what his brothers wanted to do.  They were on a civilized system.  Tiffany would have to be handed over to the authorities to get her life back on track.  It was the Galactic Union’s law, but Easy wasn’t sure it was the right thing to do.  He wasn’t her legal guardian, and four retirees certainly couldn’t give her the life she deserved, but he wasn’t sure the authorities on Darius Three could do any better.

      “How come you’re not out there exploring the city?” he asked.

      She smiled, and he could see a shadow of fear in her eyes.  “I’d rather be here with you, I guess.”

      “That’s crazy,” Easy said.  He tried to keep the conversation light.  The last thing he wanted to do was criticize her.  “I’m an old man, and I’ve never been good company.”

      “You might need help,” she said, wiping down the counters that didn’t really need to be cleaned.  “I can do that, you know.  Cooking, cleaning, picking up after you, doing laundry.  I can be helpful.”

      “Sure you can,” Easy said.  “But there’s not much that needs doing.  We’re all used to looking after ourselves.”

      She tried to smile but failed.  Her lower lip was trembling, and she wouldn’t meet his gaze.

      “Please don’t,” she said in a quiet voice that sounded more like a child’s than a teenager’s.

      “Don’t what?” Easy said.  “No one is going to hurt you on this ship.”

      “I know,” she said, a little enthusiasm rising in her voice.  “That’s why I want to stay.”

      It was Easy’s turn to feel worried.  What did he or his brothers know about raising a girl?  Easy had been in a few romantic relationships during his thirty years in the Navy, but he was always on the move, going from one mission to the next.  Things never got serious and certainly never lasted long.  And he didn’t have romantic feelings for Tiffany.  In his eyes, she was just a child.  Her hard life had rushed her maturity in some areas, while leaving others completely behind.

      “You’re young,” Easy said.  “You have a long, wonderful life ahead of you.”

      “I ran away from Sitlik,” she admitted.  “He won’t stop looking for me.”

      “You’re ninety light years from Trajan Station,” Easy reminded her.  “You can have a life here.  Darius Three is a good planet.  There’s opportunity here.”

      “You don’t know what it’s like in the system,” she said, looking down and wrapping her skinny arms around her body.  “It’s bad.”

      Easy leaned back and thought about what she was saying.  The truth was he didn’t know what it was like in the welfare system.  But he had heard stories–everyone had.  Some were good, most were bad.  Tiffany would need to establish her identity just to get a job.  Without that, she would fall right back through the cracks into an abusive situation.

      “We’re going to help you,” Easy said.  “Big Candy knows people.  We can get you some documents.  A new name.  It will be legal, and you’ll have options.”

      “I’ll be all alone,” she pointed out.

      Easy was beginning to think the kid should be a lawyer.

      “Well, I don’t know,” Easy said.  “We’re going off grid on a mining expedition.  It’s going to be dangerous, hard work.  There’s no guarantee we’ll even survive the trip.”

      “Sounds like an adventure,” she said, flashing him a smile that made him feel something he had rarely experienced.

      Easy had grown up without a mother.  She had died giving birth to him.  Raised by his father and older brothers, there wasn’t a lot of compassion in his world.  It made him a perfect fit in the military.  The Galactic Navy provided discipline and purpose, but not compassion.  Yet when Tiffany looked at him, a part of his heart seemed to light up.  It felt like the love he had for his brothers, only more tender.  He barely knew her, and yet from the moment he had laid eyes on her he had felt a strong sense of protectiveness spring up inside him.  Easy had no clue what it felt like to be a father, but he thought it must be similar to the way Tiffany made him feel.

      “It could be,” he said.  “And I can’t promise anything.”

      “But you’ll let me stay,” she said eagerly.

      “I’ll talk to my brothers about it.”

      “Oh, thank you!”

      She dashed around the galley workstation and threw her arms around his neck.  He was sore, his muscles stiff, his ribs throbbing, but his heart felt full at that moment.  Making the young girl happy somehow made him happy too.
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      “We’ve got a problem,” Kitt said, holding up a tortilla chip.

      They were at a small cantina not far from the autodoc that had patched up Big Candy’s leg.  Hutch had purchased the big man a knee brace, which he had dutifully strapped around his injured knee.  Then they had taken seats outdoors and ordered lunch.

      “Is it how we’re going to pay for this little feast?” Hutch asked.  “Because I’m running pretty low on credits.”

      “I can pay for lunch,” Big Candy said.  “Never fear, oh brother of mine.  You can even have dessert.”

      “No, lunch isn’t the problem,” Kitt said.  “Our fuel situation is.”

      “We don’t have enough?” Big Candy said.  “Didn’t we fill the tanks on Esbe Four?”

      Kitt nodded.  “We did, but we’ve burned through half of the hydrogen.”

      “So power up the converter,” Hutch said.  “We’ll split water atoms into air and hydro.  Problem solved.”

      “It doesn’t work that way,” Kitt said.  “The converter is slow, and we could easily run out of water.  If we head off grid with only half a tank of hydrogen, we could end up stuck somewhere in space.”

      “The Saturday Night Fever has back up power cells,” Big Candy said proudly.  “I’ve used them for years.”

      “Yes, it does,” Kitt agreed.  “But the batteries won’t keep the engines running long enough to get us from contested space to the nearest system.  And even if they could, we’d have the same problem we have now.  No money.”

      “But we’ll have quartzite,” Big Candy insisted, even though he mouthed the final word instead of saying it out loud.

      The brothers all looked around.  There was only one other table being used.  A young couple was waiting to board a ship.  They sat close, their heads together, their eyes bright with love as they whispered to one another.  They had luggage at their feet, and half-eaten entrees were ignored on the table.

      There were people passing through the concourse, but none paid the three brothers any attention.  It was a busy place, but it seemed safe enough to talk about their plans.

      “We could have a hold full and no way to sell it,” Hutch said.

      “Exactly,” Kitt said.  “Do you have a place in mind, Big?  Somewhere we could move the ore without getting us into trouble?”

      “I know a guy who brokers these kinds of deals,” Big said, munching on a tortilla chip.  “He’s in the Argos system.  Works in the Trinity shipping hub.  He can get you what you need or move goods around.”

      “That’s on the other side of the galaxy,” Kitt pointed out.  “How are we going to get there?”

      They all sat looking at each other.

      “How many credits are we talking about?” Big finally asked.

      Hutch pulled out his PCL and brought up the commodities exchange rate on Darius Three.  “Liquid hydrogen is going for two hundred credits a liter.”

      “Unbelievable,” Big Candy said, pointing a chip at Hutch.  “How is anyone supposed to afford fuel at that rate?”

      “It’s not any better anywhere else,” Kitt said.  “I paid two-ten a liter on Esbe Four.”

      “Outrageous.”

      “It’s the cost of doing business,” Hutch said.  “It’s what makes what we’re after so valuable.”

      “If we get it, could we use it ourselves?” Big Candy asked.

      Kitt and Hutch looked at each other.  It wasn’t the first time they had considered the idea.  Quartzite crystals, in the right configuration, could be used to build a dark matter coupling isolator or perpetual generators that drew in free isotopes that were present everywhere, but especially in space, and convert them to usable energy.  The Galactic Union had strict mining regulations specifically to keep people from having generators that produced free energy.  The generators weren’t illegal, but mining without permits and selling unlicensed ore was, which made the quartzite crystals the most valuable mineral in the galaxy.  It was incredibly rare and difficult to mine since it was only produced in high-heat, high-gravity environments like the planetoid at the center of the Fanning Belt, an asteroid field that was almost impossible to navigate.

      Hutch had found an old nav computer that charted coordinates through the Fanning Belt.  That computer was currently on the Saturday Night Fever, and if it was legitimate, it could get them to the planetoid where the brothers hoped to mine the crystals.  But it was all a gamble.  The coordinates might not be correct.  They had picked up a couple of surplus military drones to check the route and make sure it was safe.  But even if they successfully got to the planetoid, there was no guarantee they would find the crystals or be able to mine them.  But if they did?  Could they use them to build their own free energy generator?  It would be a major game changer.  They could fly anywhere in the galaxy with no concerns about running out of fuel.  Not to mention the fact that it would prolong the life of their ship exponentially, since it would replace the dangerous fusion reactor that most ships used for power.

      “It’s possible,” Hutch said.  “If we had the right equipment.”

      “And it would take time,” Kitt said.

      “Time is on our side,” Big Candy said.  “The longer we’re off grid the better.  What do you need to build a new generator?”

      Hutch looked at Kitt.  “A mineral cutter, and not a tiny one used for jewelry either.  Some basic stuff to polish the crystals, and industrial grade epoxy.  I’ve got everything else we would need.”

      “Sounds much less expensive than refilling the hydro tank,” Big Candy said.  “In fact, I’ve got enough for those things.”

      “No,” Kitt insisted.  “No, no, no, we aren’t going off grid with half a tank of fuel.  It’s madness.”

      “This entire enterprise is a risk,” Hutch said.

      “Indeed,” Big Candy said.

      “Look, the first rule of space aviation is safety,” Kitt said.  “It’s the most dangerous environment imaginable.  No air, no gravity, freezing temperatures, and no guarantee that anyone will be able to help if you have problems.  That’s why you never leave atmo without full tanks and all the safety system checks.  I won’t fly us anywhere with half a tank of hydrogen.  It’s irresponsible.”

      “He’s talking responsibility,” Big Candy chuckled.  “You sound just like dad.”

      “He was right about things like this,” Kitt said.

      “Well, I don’t have it,” Hutch said.  “My savings are gone.”

      “Mine too, and my apartment isn’t selling as fast as I had hoped,” Kitt said.

      They both looked at Big Candy.  He smiled.  “I could get it, but you may not like how I get it.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Kitt said.  “I can’t believe I ever agreed to any of this.”

      “Come on,” Big Candy said.  “Tell me this isn’t the biggest adventure of your life?”

      “You’re talking about gambling, right?” Hutch asked.  “I mean, we’re not talking about breaking the law.”

      “No, we’re talking about risking everything we’ve got,” Kitt said.

      “It’s not as big a risk as you think,” his older brother said.  “I’m pretty good at what I do.”

      “It’s still a risk,” Kitt said.

      “What choice do we have?” Hutch asked.

      Kitt sighed.  He didn’t like the idea.  “The last time you played you lost all the money and got yourself abducted.”

      “No, I won,” Big said.  “How do you think we paid for the mining equipment?”

      “Let’s try to avoid that again,” Hutch said.

      “Is there even a game you can play in?” Kitt asked.

      “Oh, there’s always a game, my friends.  You’re in my world now, boys.  Buckle up, this is going to be fun.”
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      Special Agent Lexa Little hated recruiting assignments.  They were all the same.  Either by imploring a soldier’s patriotism or touching on their financial need, her job was to get them on board with the GU’s counter-intelligence program.  Sometimes she had to plead, and sometimes she had to flirt, but one way or another she got more former commandos into the program than any other agent.  Which only made her all the more valuable in a job she didn’t like.

      The report from Esbe Four was clear enough.  The target, one Edgar Zacchaeus McCoy, retired Master Sergeant of the Space Navy, RAKE Commando, with a list of commendations that filled up her data screen, had left the Skara Brea system in an old Endurance class ship called the Saturday Night Fever.  The name of the ship should have tipped her off, but the vintage craft took her by surprise.  Among the angular vessels and blocky space ships, the sweet curves of the Saturday Night Fever were surprising.  She couldn’t help but smile as she walked around the space yacht.  It had been well cared for over the years.  The paint had some patina showing through, but no rust, and the hull didn’t look patched like most of the ships in the Mede City spaceport.

      She decided to watch from a distance for a while.  The ship had left Esbe Four over a week prior to landing on Darius Three, where she had been assigned to make contact with McCoy.  With any luck, it would take off again before she had time to recruit the former commando, although if the truth be told, she wouldn’t mind a tour of his ship.

      Lexa didn’t wear the typical business suit most agents wore.  She found more casual clothing gave her the chance to get close to a target without them forming immediate suspicions about her.  It wasn’t the type of undercover work she would have chosen for herself.  She was an intelligence agent after all, and she was certain she could have penetrated any number of groups sympathetic to the Independent Coalition of Planets.  It wasn’t hard to pretend she agreed with the concerns most people had with the ICP, since she had those same issues with her own government’s treatment of anyone who wanted to live outside their authority.  But she had chosen her side.  The GU offered much more to a person wanting to make a difference in the galaxy.  Things like a steady paycheck, legitimacy, and the opportunity for career growth, although Lexa had to admit she had hit her glass ceiling.

      It was partly because of her looks.  She wasn’t young anymore–at forty-two she was undoubtedly middle-aged–but she kept in shape and looked good.  She kept her hair short and usually in a ponytail that made her cheekbones stand out, and her green eyes caught the light.  Being attractive helped bridge the gap with people she had never met before, especially former soldiers who were looking for someone to give their life a sense of purpose.  She tried not to lead them on, but she couldn’t control what her recruits thought about her.  And if they joined the intelligence service in the hopes of being close to her, they were naive.  The GU wanted rough and ready commandos who could join the ICP’s militias or spy agencies.  They were all sent to fringe worlds across the contested zone.  Lexa never saw and rarely heard from any of them ever again.

      She settled at a spaceport restaurant with large windows overlooking the ships.  The Saturday Night Fever was easy to keep an eye on.  The other ships may have blended together, but the Fever was different.  It had a sense of style that the others lacked.  And as Lexi sipped lemon water and picked at a salad she wasn’t really interested in, three men returned to the ship.  She took photos with her agency PCL, zooming in on the men to get a good look at them.  It was clear they were brothers, but none of them was her target.

      She made a notation in her PCL along with a few screenshots for her report, then returned to her salad, hoping the ship would lift off and climb for orbit.  Instead, she was forced to pay for her meal with her agency credit card, then look for a new place to monitor the ship.  The spaceport had an endless variety of coffee shops, cafes, souvenir shops, and outfitting stores.  Keeping tabs on the ship in that environment was the easiest of assignments; in fact Lexa felt almost as if she were being punished.  She could have watched the ship from the spaceport security office, which had cameras all over, but sitting in a cramped room for hours and hours wasn’t her style.  She needed to get up and move, to practice the art of blending in with the crowd and tailing her subject.

      Only her subject never left the ship.  She would need an excuse to get on board maybe.  She was lingering near a coffee kiosk when Easy McCoy, one of his brothers, and, to her surprise, a young woman got off the ship.  They moved toward the row of shops where Lexa was loitering.  And despite the fact that she was a professional and completely confident, she felt a thrill as her quarry drew nearer.  Recruiting was beneath her, but she still enjoyed the thrill of the hunt, even if she wished she were targeting someone of real value to the GU, and not just another retired jarhead with no idea what to do with himself now that he was out of the service.

      The trio went into a women’s clothing boutique.  It was almost as if they were making things too easy for her.
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      “I’m still not convinced this is a good idea,” Hutch complained.

      Easy was scanning the crowd of tourists and crewmen from the many ships in port.  The locals were easy to spot.  They were as bored as the tourists were excited.  If any were Mace Sinclair’s people, they were doing an excellent job of blending in, unlike the woman with the ponytail who had meandered into the clothing store a few minutes after the trio from the Saturday Night Fever.  She only had eyes for Easy, despite pretending to look at the clothes.

      “We have to do something,” Easy said.  “I’m nearly dead broke.”

      He said it louder than he had to, just to see if the woman would react.  She did, which was a good sign.  She gave the tiniest of smiles, and Easy had to admit she was very attractive.  The kind of woman who could make a man throw caution to the wind, which made him almost certain she was a GU spook.  The smile had given it away.  They wanted him under their thumb, but he couldn’t go to work for the government and help his brothers mine quartzite crystals.

      “Which is another reason we should find a place for the girl,” Hutch whispered.  “I’ve always heard kids are expensive, but this is getting out of hand.”

      “You can’t blame her for losing the clothes you bought her,” Easy said.

      “I don’t,” Hutch said.  “I don’t blame anyone for anything.  I’m just saying, we don’t have the resources to do everything we want to do.  Not yet anyway.”

      Easy nodded.  He understood his brother’s reluctance.  Easy had spent thirty years in the Navy, which had provided all the resources for every mission.  Hutch, on the other hand, had gone to school to become an engineer and had worked good paying jobs, but it had taken him over two decades just to pay off the loans for his education.  None of the McCoys were wealthy, but they were all practical.  After investing all their savings into the Saturday Night Fever they needed to find a way to earn enough money to resupply the ship, and while they all had skills, Big Candy’s was the most likely to turn a fast profit.

      “Which is why we’re letting Candy do his thing,” Easy said.

      “What happens if he loses?” Hutch pointed out.

      Easy couldn’t deny that it was a possibility.  Poker was a game of skill, but there was also an element of luck.  Big Candy couldn’t control the cards he was dealt, but the gambler knew what to do with the cards he received and how to read the other players.

      “We’re not talking about wealthy businessmen on vacation with money to burn,” Hutch said.  “He won’t be the only pro at the table.”

      “Yeah, I get that,” Easy said.

      “We don’t need another incident,” Hutch complained.

      “There’s no need to rehash the same arguments,” Easy said.  “Not out here anyway.”

      Tiffany stepped out of the little dressing room with a pair of baggy pants and a sweatshirt with the name Mede City in big block letters across the front.  The clothes fit, but they didn’t hug her frame too closely the way her old clothes had.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      “Looks comfortable,” Easy said.

      “Perfect,” Hutch said.  “You’ll blend right in.”

      They walked to the counter and paid for the clothes.  Then Tiffany took her old garments–the low-cut top and skin-tight mini-skirt–and threw them into the waste receptacle.  There was triumph on her face.  Easy knew she might have preferred more stylish clothes, but the tourist garb was a good start.

      “That felt good,” she said.

      “Let’s find out if Big got a lead on a game,” Hutch said.

      “You two go ahead,” Easy said.  “I’m going to grab a coffee.”

      Hutch looked at his brother with suspicion, and for a moment Easy thought Hutch was going to argue with him.  It was Easy’s suggestion that they don’t go anywhere alone, not even to get a cup of coffee.  And they had plenty of coffee on the ship that was free, while the cafes and kiosks charged a premium.  Still, Easy’s reassuring nod was enough to convince his brother that he knew what he was doing.

      They left the boutique, with Hutch and Tiffany walking back to the landing field, while Easy wandered over to a nearby cafe with outdoor tables and sat down.  It only took the woman a minute to find a table nearby.  Easy wanted to laugh and point out the fact that she had just bought coffee at a kiosk.  He had seen her trying not to be too obvious as she watched him with his brother and Tiffany going into the clothing store.  Normally he would have noted her presence and moved on, but there was something about her that made him feel hopeful.  He tried to tell himself it wasn’t just that she was pretty, but he was no saint.  Easy didn’t consider himself to be a sucker for a pretty face, but an attractive woman who showed interest in him was hard to dismiss.  Even if he knew her interest was merely professional, there was always a chance, be it ever so small, that there might be more.

      “Would you care to join me?” he asked.

      The woman seemed a little surprised.  There were people moving along the thoroughfare, but no one else in the cafe.  Easy had to turn in his seat to see her, but the shock that registered on her face was unmistakable.

      “I’m sorry?” the woman said.  “Are you talking to me?”

      “Yes,” Easy said.  “Why don’t you join me?”

      She looked uncertain, but then she stood up and walked over.  “When did you make me?”

      “At the kiosk,” Easy said, waving to the chair across the little table from him.  “Please.”

      She sat down just as a serving droid trundled up.

      “Drip coffee,” Easy said.  “Black.”

      “I’ll have the same,” the woman said.

      The droid rolled away toward the automated dispensary.  Easy leaned back in his seat, while the woman sat up straight.  She wasn’t happy, but that didn’t make her any less attractive.

      “My name is Easy McCoy, but I’m guessing you already know that.”

      She nodded.  “I do, and I guess I’m getting sloppy if you marked me so quickly.”

      “Well, you’re an attractive woman,” Easy said.  “Most men notice you, I would assume.”

      “But you did more than notice me, didn’ you?”

      Easy shrugged.  “It’s not like you’re the first agent to approach me.  The only question is, what side are you on?”

      That got a reaction from her.  The woman stared hard at him.  Easy stared right back.  He was a killer on the battlefield, but not much of a ladies man.  Still, he liked her attention, and catching her by surprise sent a jolt of excitement coursing through him.

      “You’ve been approached by the ICP?”

      “Sure,” Easy said.  “Isn’t that why you’re interested in me?  I mean, why you were assigned to me?”

      “I didn’t get the full memo,” she said.

      “Well, I appreciate the GU’s interest in me, but I’ll pass.”

      “I haven’t even…someone else has already recruited you,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Don’t be put out,” Easy said.  “The GU sees me as bait, nothing more.  They want me to draw out their enemies.”

      “That’s not how the agency works,” she argued.

      “Of course it is,” Easy said.  “Did you get a file on me?”

      “That’s classified.”

      Easy laughed.  “I think information about me and what I’ve done should be classified, but it seems a little silly to cut me out of the loop.  There’s nothing in that file that I don’t already know about.  But I’m guessing you got a highly abbreviated version of my file.”

      “I’m not comfortable discussing it,” the woman said.

      “Do I at least get to know your name?”

      “Special Agent Lexa Little,” she said.

      “It’s nice to make your acquaintance,” Easy said.  “You can tell your boss that I heard your pitch and decided to pass.”

      “But you haven’t heard my pitch,” she said.

      “I’ll listen as long as you want to talk,” he said, just as the serving droid returned with their coffees.

      They took the drinks and held them for a moment, just watching each other.  Easy couldn’t tell what the woman was thinking.  He found himself enjoying her scrutiny.  He was a bit on the scruffy side.  His body ached, and he hadn’t bothered shaving.  It was a small thing, but one he would have never skipped while on duty.  His hair was a bit longer than usual too, and his civilian clothes were scuffed from his fight with Mace Sinclair, but he only had one set of non-issue clothes to wear.

      She, on the other hand, was perfectly made-up.  Her hair, a tiny bit of makeup, and her civilian clothes, were all spotless.  But it was her green eyes that captivated him.  They seemed to sparkle in the light from Taxila’s sun.  He felt like he could get lost in those eyes.

      “You served your government for thirty years,” she said.  “Why stop now?”

      “I’ve earned my rest,” Easy said.

      “You don’t look like the kind of person who would be happy without something to do.”

      “I’m not, but I’m ready to decide what my mission in life will be.”

      “Even though you’re needed,” she said.

      The combination of patriotism and beauty was incredibly alluring.  She knew how to push the right buttons, and Easy wanted to say yes to her offer.  It wasn’t logical, but his emotions were rising up to meet the call, just as he had done so many times as a RAKE Operator.  Patriotism was sacred to the men and women serving in the special forces.  And the look on Lexa’s face seemed to plead that she needed him.

      But Easy took a sip of his coffee, then glanced around.  He wanted to say yes to her for all the wrong reasons.  And while he was tempted, he wasn’t in danger of committing himself to her cause.  In fact, it wasn’t really hers to begin with.  She was just another agent sent to recruit him.  And it was the sight of a second agent, a man in stained coveralls that Easy recognized from the cargo ship he had hitched a ride on from the Naval shipyards to the Skara Brea system, that shook him from the emotional call to action.

      “Like I said, I’ll pass,” Easy said.

      Lexa seemed to realize that spell was broken, but she didn’t give up.

      “The ICP is planning something,” she said.  “I shouldn’t even be telling you this, but there is evidence that they’re plotting a terror strike.  We don’t know when or where, but they have agents all over.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Easy said, looking over her shoulder at the man in coveralls who had attacked him on his first day as a civilian after retiring from the Navy.

      “Can you really let thousands of innocents die because you didn’t want to serve the GU?”

      “Who said I didn’t want to?” Easy said.

      “So you do want to?”

      “I didn’t say that either,” Easy said.

      She huffed.  “You’re a patriot.  The GU spent millions of credits training you.  Those skills are needed.  What could be more important than protecting the Galactic Union?”

      “I did protect the Galactic Union,” Easy said calmly.  “I risked my life more times than I count.  Lost friends, good people, on stupid operations that never should have been ordered.”

      “The agency isn’t like the military,” Lexa argued.

      “No, it isn’t.  But I’m just not interested.  I have other obligations.”

      “To your brothers?” she said.

      That drew his attention away from the man in coveralls and back to Lexa.  The alluring sparkle was still in her eyes, but he felt a rising need to get away from her.

      “It’s a shame,” he said, getting to his feet.

      “What is?” she asked, her chair grating on the sidewalk as she hurried to get up.

      “You serving the GU,” Easy said, before walking away.
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      “I found it,” Big said from the recliner he was sprawled on.  “It wasn’t easy, but I have my ways.”

      Tiffany was in her cabin, admiring her new clothes, while Kitt and Hutch sat at the serving bar and watched their younger brother on the ship’s external camera feed.

      “It’s a girl,” Kitt said.

      “How the hell does he do it?”

      “Women love a man in uniform,” Kitt said.

      “Easy isn’t in a uniform,” Hutch pointed out.  “We’ve been on this rock for less than a day, and he’s already met someone.”

      “Can you blame him?” Kitt said.  “We all made our choices, but most of his were made for him.”

      “No, I don’t blame him,” Hutch said.  “I just want to know how he does it.”

      “Can you two magpies stop gossiping for a minute and come over here?” Big Candy demanded.  “I would go to you, but I’m resting the leg I just had surgery on!”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Hutch grumbled.  “You found a poker game.  Big deal.”

      “It is a big deal.  What we in the business call a boat game, since all the players are pros.  It’s in three days in a private suite at the Mede City Royal Hotel.”

      “Three days,” Kitt said.  “You’ll have to win just to pay our docking fees.”

      “What do we do for three days?” Hutch asked.

      “We earn the entrance fee,” Big Candy said.  “It’s a million credit buy-in, winner takes all.”

      “That’s insane,” Hutch said.

      “And it’s invite only,” Big Candy said, ignoring his brother’s outburst.  “I’ll need to make a splash in the local circuit.”

      “Sounds like it will be difficult,” Kitt said.

      “Difficult?  How about impossible?” Hutch said.

      “You think I can’t win a million credits in three days?” Big asked.

      “I really have no idea what you’re capable of,” Hutch said.  “But if you can win a million credits that’s more than enough to top off our engines and resupply the ship.”

      “He’s right,” Kitt said.  “We don’t need more than that.”

      “You don’t need it?” Big said.  “We’re so broke we can’t pay docking fees.  You made our young guest buy clothes at a tourist trap because it was cheap.  Don’t tell me we don’t need the money, that’s ludicrous.  Besides, it will take the two of you at least that long to find a place for the girl.”

      Kitt and Hutch looked at each other.  Big Candy wasn’t wrong.  Tiffany didn’t seem very interested in leaving the ship.  They weren’t going to throw her out, but she couldn’t stay with them.  A few days to help her find a place on Darius Three wouldn’t hurt.

      “For all we know those goons from Varsog are still out there looking for us,” Hutch pointed out.  “We should dust off this planet before they have a chance to attack you again.”

      “I believe Easy took care of that,” Big said.  “I want to return his pension payout as a way of saying thank you.”

      “That’s generous,” Kitt said.  “But we all invested in this crazy idea.  We shouldn’t push our luck.”

      “How many times must I tell the two of you that poker has nothing to do with luck?  Trust me.”

      “That’s the hardest part,” Hutch complained.

      Kitt saw Easy approaching on the Fever’s external cameras.  He was alone and didn’t seem any worse for wear.  Kitt felt just the slightest pang of jealousy.  He was a proud pilot, still fit at fifty-four, and usually the first of his brothers to catch a girl’s eye.  For some reason that had changed, and he wasn’t sure he was ready to let his pride go.

      Easy came up to the common room and found his brothers waiting for him.  He sighed, then sat down in one of the recliners near Big Candy.

      “Well?” his eldest brother asked, his voice almost a purr.  “Is she in love?”

      “Not hardly,” Easy said.  “She’s a GU spook.”

      “See!  I told you they would find us,” Hutch proclaimed.

      “I wasn’t taken by the GU, egghead.  The government doesn’t torture people,” Big Candy replied.

      Easy knew Big Candy was wrong, very wrong, but he kept that information to himself.  The truth was, the GU was a necessary evil.  If it were to break up, the fighting among the separate star systems and small alliances would be nasty.  With supply chains down and no one to regulate the financial system, a lot of people would suffer.  There were plenty of problems with the GU though.  It had grown too big.  The leaders were all corrupt on one level or another.  It was the nature of power–human beings had never gotten it right.  But the GU set the rules, and everyone played by them to one extent or another.  Everyone except the fringe planets that had yet to give in.  The Independent Coalition of Planets continued to hold out.  They were the underdogs and attracted people who bristled over the GU’s burdensome regulations.  Easy could see himself in that camp, even after serving in the GU military for thirty years, often against the ICP.  It was why the GU Intelligence Agency wanted to recruit him, and also why the ICP wanted him to join their cause.

      “Should we move on?” Kitt asked.

      “No,” Easy said.  “But the GU and ICP have people around.  The woman was there to recruit me.”

      “That’s preposterous,” Big Candy snarled.  “Haven’t you done enough for those people?”

      “You know how the government is,” Easy said.  “Don’t worry, I turned her down.”

      “Hutch said she was a looker,” Kitt said with a wink.  “Did she fall for the McCoy charm?”

      “I doubt a spy would take a romantic interest,” Hutch interjected.

      “You never know,” Easy said.  “But I didn’t ask her out, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “We’re thinking of hitting some games,” Big Candy said.  “I know a guy who can get me started, but I need some seed money.  How much can we scrape together?”

      “I’m tapped,” Easy said.

      “I’m broke too,” Hutch said.

      “My apartment is still on the market, but even if it sells it could take a month to close the deal,” Kitt said.  “How much credit do you have, Big?”

      “I don’t keep money in banks,” Big Candy said.  “The government can seize those assets whenever they want.”

      “At least you're not paranoid,” Hutch said.

      “Maybe he’s earned a little paranoia,” Kitt replied, thinking of what his older brother had endured on Varsog.

      “I don’t have any hard currency at the moment,” Big continued, ignoring his brothers.  “But I have a few things I can use to get me started.  Someone help me up.”

      Easy got quickly to his feet as Big lowered the foot rest of his recliner.  He was careful with his surgically repaired knee, but it felt much better than before.  The surgery scar wasn’t all that painful, and whatever the autodoc had done to his knee had worked wonders.  Not to mention the pain medication.  Still, he didn’t put his weight on it.  He had an ornate-looking cane by the big chair he was in.  Easy took one hand and pulled him upright.  With his other hand he held the cane to keep his weight off the bad leg.

      “I’m good.  I’m good,” Big Candy assured Easy, as he started hobbling toward his stateroom.

      “What do you think he’s up to now?” Hutch said.

      “There’s no telling,” Kitt replied.

      “He was always full of surprises,” Easy said.

      “How come he wants to pay Easy back and not the rest of us?” Hutch asked.

      “Probably because Easy saved his life,” Kitt said.  “Although I thought it was a group effort.”

      “It was,” Easy said.  “No mission gets done by any single person.  We should talk about Tiffany.  She played a pretty big role too.”

      “She had gumption, I’ll give her that,” Hutch said.

      “A girl that young, to have endured so much,” Kitt pointed out.  “It’s a miracle she isn’t curled up in the fetal position somewhere.”

      “I would be,” Hutch said.

      “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” Easy said.

      “That’s only true about some people,” Kitt pointed out.  “Others play the victim card their entire lives.”

      “We should find her a good place,” Hutch said.  “Easy’s right about that.  She earned it.”

      “She doesn’t want to be left here,” Easy said.  “She wants to stay with us.”

      “That’s absurd,” Hutch replied.

      “She can’t stay with us,” Kitt said.  “Four old bachelors on a space yacht off grid is no place for a young woman.”

      “We would never force her to stay,” Easy said.  “But if that’s what she wants to do, why not let her?”

      “Because it’s too dangerous for one thing,” Hutch said.

      “There’s a million ways to die in space,” Kitt said.  “And we’ll be off grid with no chance of getting help if something goes wrong.”

      “We’re taking that risk,” Easy pointed out.

      “But we’re more than twice her age,” Hutch said.  “Hell, Big is old enough to be her grandfather.”

      “All I’m saying is we should talk about it,” Easy said.  “With her.  Give her the straight truth and let her decide.  I think she’s earned that right.”

      “We all invested something to be here,” Kitt said.  “You really want to bring someone else in now?”

      “She can have a split of my part,” Easy said.  “I don’t care about the money.”

      “Spoken like a true warrior,” Hutch replied.  “But you’re not in the Navy now, kid.  No one else is going to pay your way.”

      “This!” Big Candy said, interrupting his brothers’ discussion.  He was holding a wooden box.  “Just take a look at it.”

      He hobbled toward the brothers, who crossed the room to meet him so he didn’t have to walk as far.  They met at the serving bar.  Big settled onto a barstool and set the box on the counter.

      “Open it,” he said, clearly excited.

      Kitt reached out and opened the box.  It had a clamshell design and was made from real wood, which made it valuable.  The hinges were hidden, but the top portion opened easily.  Inside was a silky-looking jewelry cushion and a small mount with a golden watch wrapped around it.

      “Is that an Oblivion wristwatch?” Hutch asked.  “They haven’t made them for decades.”

      “Can’t be,” Kitt said.

      “It is,” Big said proudly.  “It’s got a little wear and tear, but it’s over a century old.”

      “You sure it isn’t a fake?” Easy asked.

      “Oh, it’s very real,” Big Candy replied.  “I had it authenticated after I won it from a gentleman in a game on Windham in the Synosh system.”

      The watch had a gold band of interlocking segments.  The face was covered in a crystal dome.  Inside, ornate golden hands pointed at the three and ten positions.  There was no backing behind the watch hands, and the mass of tiny gears was made of shining platinum.

      “Each gear has the Oblivion crest engraved on it,” Big said.  “They don’t make them like this any more.”

      “What’s it worth?” Hutch asked.

      “Seventy-five thousand credits,” Big said.  “Most have diamonds around the watch face, or some other type of jewels.  This was more of a base model, but still very valuable.  It works too, which is a bonus.  You have to wind it.  Very old school.”

      “Why don’t you wear it?” Easy asked.

      “It’s not really my style, is it?” Big replied.

      “Tell the truth,” Hutch said in a snarky voice.  “It won’t fit around your fat wrist.”

      “You are a churlish boor, you know that, right?” Big told Hutch.

      “So we sell it,” Kitt said.  “Seventy-five thousand won’t be enough to get the tanks all topped off, but it should be enough to refill the hydrogen, I think.”

      “We’ve got docking fees too,” Hutch pointed out.

      “We aren’t selling it!” Big bellowed angrily.  “It’s mine.”

      “But we need the money,” Kitt said.

      “Yeah, what else have you got that you could sell?” Hutch asked.

      “Look, this watch is very rare.  But you can’t just sell it to anyone,” Big said.  “At auction, it would be worth seventy-five thousand, maybe more, but there would be listing fees, and the whole enterprise would take months.  I’ll pawn it to get the seed money for my first game.”

      “His first game?” Easy asked.

      “Big wants to gamble to raise funds,” Hutch said.  “I know, I know, it’s a crazy idea, but what choice do we have?”

      “I don’t think it’s crazy,” Easy said.

      “Thank you!” Big exclaimed, giving Hutch a withering look.  “At least someone in this family believes in me.”

      “How much could you get pawning it?” Kitt asked.

      “Twenty thousand, hard currency,” Big said.  “It isn’t much, but it should get me started.  I know a guy who runs a pawn shop here in Mede City.  He should know where the action is.”

      “Can you play all hopped up on pain meds?” Easy asked.

      “This is nothing,” Big replied, shaking the small bottle of pain pills he had gotten after his surgery.  “Just takes the edge off.  I’m fine.”

      “What do we have to lose?” Kitt asked.

      “How about everything?” Hutch said.  “You know how dad felt about gambling.”

      “For most people it’s a huge risk,” Big said.  “But I’m a professional, Hutch.  Trust me.  I just need a transport.”

      “And an escort,” Easy said.  “After what happened on Trajan Station, I insist.”

      “You go with him,” Kitt said.  “We’ll stay here and work on a contingency plan.”

      “Oh, how your faith in me warms my heart,” Big said sarcastically.
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      Hutch ordered a taxi with his PCL.  Easy, Big Candy, and Tiffany left the ship together.  Kitt and Hutch had thought it too dangerous for a girl her age, but Easy reminded them of what Tiffany had been through in life.

      “She’s had more experiences with these kinds of people than anyone, save Big Candy,” Easy pointed out.  “She knows how to look after herself, and she might even be a help.”

      “Just as long as you feel like you can protect them both,” Kitt said.

      “I thought you wanted to get rid of her?” Easy pointed out.

      “I never said that,” Kitt replied.  “I never said I wanted to get rid of her.  I just said that she would be better off here than with us.”

      “You don’t think she’ll be one more person for you to look after?” Hutch pressed.

      “No, I really don’t,” Easy replied.  “If she wants to come, I think she should.”

      And with that settled, the trio set off across Mede City in a hover-taxi.  Like most colony towns, there was some sprawl to Mede City.  Darius Three was no longer considered a colony world though.  It had graduated, both from a population standpoint and ecologically to a standard planet, but Mede City still had the feel of a place built when there seemed to be more room than the population would ever need.  Most cities were built on a small area, with towering buildings and strict zoning to maximize the space while accommodating as many people as possible.  And Mede City certainly had its share of modern skyscrapers, but there was also a wide swath of what Easy thought of as normal-sized buildings.

      The taxi meandered through the city and eventually stopped at a pawn shop with exotic looking goods displayed inside the polymer windows.  The trio got out.

      “Stay here, we won’t be long,” Easy told the automated taxi’s nav bot.

      “This is the place,” Big Candy said, hobbling forward on his cane.

      Tiffany stayed right beside him, although what the girl hoped to do if Big Candy needed help staying on his feet, Easy had no idea.  She was rail-thin and much shorter than Big.  If he fell her way Easy expected that she would be hurt worse than his brother would, yet she seemed eager to help.

      “As soon as I’ve won us some money, I intend to get you some proper clothing,” Big told her.

      “I like this,” Tiffany said.  “It’s comfortable.”

      “You look like a student on a Friday night with nowhere to go,” Big said.  “But never fear, we shall get you all that you need.”

      Easy wasn’t sure that was the case.  Kitt and Hutch still wanted to leave Tiffany on Darius Three.  They weren’t cruel, but they didn’t want to be saddled with a young girl either.  Easy didn’t think Tiffany would make their goals any harder, and he didn’t really care how much money they made.  He just wanted to do something for himself, and something that might benefit his family.  After three decades of obeying orders, he felt it was time to make his own decisions.  And he didn’t want to tell anyone else what to do either–not Tiffany or his brothers.

      The pawn shop was exactly what Easy expected–a small space packed with junk.  Shelves of practical items like tools and racks of less practical but still valuable items such as musical instruments.  There were game systems, PCLs, and small appliances.  The more valuable items were kept in a display case, including lots of jewelry.  Behind the counter was a bald man with a round belly, scruffy chin, and fat lips.  He was sitting on a stool, but stood up when he saw Big Candy.

      “As I live and breathe,” the proprietor said.  “Big Candy McCoy!”

      “How’s business, Stan?” Big replied with a toothy grin.  “Still in the game, I see.”

      “There’s always a need for credit,” Stan said.  “When did you hit town?”

      “Just today,” Big said.  “I had a little issue with my knee, but the autodoc cleared it right up.”

      “At least you don’t have to stand up to play poker,” Stan said.  “You looking for a game?”

      “Always,” Big Candy replied, leaning on the counter.  “Let me introduce you to my associates.  This young lady is Tiffany.”

      “Hi,” she said.

      “And this is one of my brothers, Easy McCoy.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” Stan said.  “Any friend of Big Candy is a friend of mine.”

      “I hear there’s a big game coming up?” Big said.

      “At the Royal,” Stan said.  “That’s some major action, Big.  Way out of my league.”

      “Well, I’m hoping for a seat at the table,” Big replied.  “But first, I need to build my stake.  Tell me what you can do with this.”

      Big pulled the watch box from his jacket pocket and set it gently on the table.

      “That what I think it is?” Stan asked.

      “I’ve been holding onto it for a long time,” Big said.  “I want to pawn it, not sell.”

      “I can give you ten K all day for that watch,” Stan said.

      Easy picked up the subtle shift on the pawn man’s tone.  He had gone from friendly banter to business negotiation seamlessly.  Big opened the box.

      “Don’t insult me Stan,” Big said.

      “May I?” the pawn man asked before taking the watch out of the box.

      “Of course.  The gold in the band is worth more than ten.”

      “You want a stake, I get it,” Stand said, holding up the watch to his right eye.

      Easy hadn’t realized it was an augmented prosthetic until the eye turned red.  He knew that many people opted for computer-enhanced vision, from contacts to full prosthetics.  With it, the pawn man could scan the watch, zoom in to gauge a gemstone’s quality, and get an object’s serial number to run through his database just by looking at it.

      “This baby has seen some use, Big.  It’s got some wear and tear.”

      “It’s over a hundred years old,” the gambler replied.  “They don’t make them anymore.  The market is still hot though.  You wouldn’t have trouble getting a premium at auction.”

      “What do you think it’s worth?”

      “I know it’s worth at least seventy-five.”

      “You’re right…at auction.  Right here, right now, it’s worth thirty, and that’s my good friend discount.”

      “Thirty hard currency?” Big asked.

      “Thirty hard, and a seat at a local game I know.  It’s an honest game.  You’re a pro, but don’t burn me, Candy.  I’ve got to live in this town.”

      “I would never sully the game, Stan, I respect it too much.”

      “So you say, but let’s be honest.  You wouldn’t be here pawning your treasures if you were in a good place.”

      “That’s true, but my troubles have nothing to do with gambling.  I’ll take the thirty and a seat at the table.”

      “Great, but if you lose, this baby is mine.  I don’t want any crying over the stupid ninety-day rule.  It’ll take at least that long to get it to auction.”

      “Fine, if I lose, it’s all yours,” Big said with a smile.  “But I don’t count on me losing.  I’ll be back for that watch after the big game.”

      “You’ll need to win really big to get a seat at that table,” Stan pointed out.

      Big stood up straight and smoothed the front of his colorful shirt. “That’s exactly what I intend to do.”
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      Easy sent a message to his brothers via his iLink as soon as they returned to the taxi.  Big gave the nav bot their next destination.  It was a warehouse in the industrial section of Mede City.  They passed hard-working people doing honest jobs for honest wages.  None of them were getting rich, but Easy thought they looked happy enough.

      “Are you going to be okay out here?” Easy asked his brother.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” Big replied.

      Easy shrugged.  “Sometimes memories of repressed trauma come back to bite us when we least expect it.”

      “You think because we’re playing cards in a warehouse I’ll be thinking about Varsog?”

      “Aren’t you?” Easy asked.

      “I am,” Tiffany said, a note of concern in her voice.

      “No,” Big replied.  “That was a bad hand, but if you want to win at this game you learn to put a bad hand behind you and focus on the next.  Besides, I’ve got you watching my back.”

      The taxi stopped outside a nondescript metal building.  Big paid their fare with his credit fob, then led the way inside.  The warehouse was filled with mechanical components.  Everything from old engines to atmo-filters was arranged on huge racks that rose up ten meters into the air.  The shelves were arranged like a labyrinth.  Easy couldn’t see past the first one before the racks and old parts blended together.

      At the door was an old man in a dirty set of overalls made from synthetic material.  He sat on a stool and leaned against a small table that was littered with greasy machine parts.  His belly seemed to bulge, but Easy could tell it was an old model hideaway.  What looked like a fat gut was really just a pocket to conceal weapons.

      “We’re closed,” the man said.

      He had a tablet-sized PCL and was scrolling through pictures of items for sale on a local network.  He barely gave them a glance, but Easy noticed he kept one hand on his thigh, close to the hideaway pocket.

      “I’m here for the game,” Big Candy said.  “Stan Richman sent me.”

      The man looked up.  He had a hard glance, and Easy thought he was probably former military, but that would have been a long, long time ago.

      “It’s a twenty-five K buy in…hard,” the man said in a quiet voice.

      Big reached into his pocket, pulled out a wad of bills, and counted out twenty-five thousand credits.  It was enough to make a modest mortgage payment or buy groceries for a family for a month.  Not riches, but not the kind of money Easy was accustomed to throwing around.

      “You’ll get chips at the table,” the man said.  “You cause trouble, we deal with that in a permanent manner.”

      “I understand,” Big said.

      “Follow the glider,” the old man said, tucking the money away and turning back to his PCL.

      A mechanic’s friend was a simple droid on a repulser that could carry tools and collect things a working man might need.  The droid flew up from a nearby shelf and started gliding away to their right.  Big followed it, Tiffany and Easy behind him.  The droid wound through the maze of tall shelves.  At the center of the warehouse was a folding table with a piece of felt cloth draped over it.  Five players were already seated, and the dealer was a droid.  There was a modest-looking stack of chips at the lone empty chair.  Big sat down, stretching his leg out, and greeted the other players.

      It took him two hours to beat the other gamblers.  During that time two left the table and were replaced by newcomers.  The other players were all hard-looking, desperate people.  Easy had no idea where they got their money from or how they managed to cope when they lost so much in such a short time.  Big Candy made it look easy.  He lost sometimes, and always with a gracious laugh, but never the big hands.  None of the other players were in his league, but he did a good job of hiding it.  Two hours from the time he sat down, the game was over, and Big had turned twenty-five thousand credits into two hundred thousand.  The old man appeared again, took Big’s pile of chips, and made a slow count.

      “You want all this in hard currency?” the man asked.

      “Can you convert it?” Big asked.

      “Some, not all.”

      “Can you do fifty?”

      “Forty clean will cost you fifty hard,” the man said.  “And the house gets a fifteen percent hosting fee.”

      “That leaves me one-thirty hard currency and forty thousand clean credits?” Big asked, although he clearly knew the math was right.

      The old man used an old-fashioned adding machine that spit out little bits of paper.  He punched in the numbers, and the machine rattled and printed the numbers on a narrow strip.  The old man ripped off the paper, looked at it, then nodded.

      “That works for me,” Big said, handing over his credit fob.  “I’d like to keep playing.  Do you know where I might find a game?”

      “Nelsons on Backwaite Street should have room for you,” the old man said as he counted out the money from a box filled with illicit hard currency notes.

      The money was from a bygone era, before the GU went fully digital and outlawed hard currency.  Of course that only made physical money all the more valuable.  The black market thrived on old money.  It wasn’t illegal to possess it, only to take it in commerce, but the GU had bigger fish to fry.  If they ever made peace with the ICP, things might change.

      Big took the thick wad of bills, folded it in half, then tucked it into a pocket.  “Would it be too much of an inconvenience for you to call us up a taxi?” Big asked.

      “As long as you don’t come back,” the old man said.  “You run off my regulars, and I won’t have any action.”

      “We’re moving on,” Big said.  “I appreciate the game.”

      The man led them back through the maze.  Easy knew he could have found his way out eventually, but he didn’t mind having a guide.  By the time they reached the front of the warehouse a hover-taxi was waiting on the street.

      When they were inside and on their way to Backwaite Street, Easy asked his big brother a question.

      “This is what you do?”

      “No, not like this,” Big said.  “Not in a long time.  I don’t enjoy taking people’s money who can’t afford to lose it.”

      “But that’s their choice, right?” Tiffany asked.

      “It is,” Big said, nodding.  “No one is making them gamble.  But some people can’t stop gambling.  They’re wired wrong for it, that’s what our father used to say.  When they win, which is rare, they aren’t smart with the money.  And when they lose, which is much more frequent, they lose big.  It’s an addiction that some people can’t shake.  I don’t like being part of that cycle.”

      “What’s the difference between taking money here and taking it in a resort casino?” Easy asked.

      “The difference is that at a resort the people can usually afford to lose,” Big said.  “Plus it's much more comfortable.  Did you see the swill they were serving here?”

      “Moonshine made in a dirty still,” Easy said.  “On a Naval vessel it’s called drizzle.”

      “It’s disgusting,” Big said.  “Completely beneath us.  Resort casinos serve the finest cocktails and gourmet foods.  The gaming rooms are clean, the seats comfortable, the players are easy to read, and much more interesting than the hard-luck cases we saw back there.”

      “Will the game we’re going to now be any different?” Easy asked.

      “It will be more difficult.  Don’t expect me to clean the table in two hours again.”

      “You feeling good enough to play that long?”

      “Of course I am.  Healthy as a horse, but first we’ll have a good meal, and I want Tiffany to buy some new clothes.”

      “Really?” she said.

      “Yes,” Big replied.  “Proper attire is required where we’re going.  Easy needs new clothes too.  Have you even changed since we left Esbe Four?”

      “I have, but these are the only civilian clothes I own.”

      Big Candy shook his head.  “Unbelievable.”

      They stopped at a row of shops in a clean part of town.  The sidewalks were wide, the stores bright, and the people seemed busy.  Tiffany bought a dress, along with warm tights and a proper coat.  Big also insisted that she buy some jewelry.  It wasn’t expensive, but a few accessories looked right.  Easy wanted to get cargo pants, but Big insisted that he wear something nicer.  He settled for black slacks, a gray sweater, and kept the sheep skin coat he had purchased years ago.  It was bulky enough to hide the pistol he had tucked under his left arm in a shoulder holster, and while it wasn’t dressy, it was suitable enough.

      Mede City was comfortable in the daytime, but cold at night, and warm clothes were always welcome on an interstellar ship.  Big didn’t get any more clothes–he was already in colorful attire that fit his large frame–but he did treat himself to a trio of cigars that cost nearly as much as the outfits.  They ate dinner at a proper restaurant, which Easy thought was pretentious, but Tiffany enjoyed it.  Big took pleasure in spoiling her, and he kept the three of them entertained with crazy stories which he claimed were true, but Easy had his doubts.

      Easy kept his head on a swivel, always watching for anyone who might seem suspicious.  But no one was following them that he could spot.  If the GU had agents on them they were much better at their jobs than those on Esbe Four, or even Lexa Little.  The woman kept coming back to Easy’s mind.  He didn’t often have strong feelings for people, but she had made an impression on him.  And it was obvious why the agency used her to recruit.  There was a small part of him that considered joining just in the hopes that he could see her again.

      After their meal, they went to a lounge with a live singer crooning on a tiny stage in one corner.  Big ordered a drink, Easy passed, and Tiffany got a soda.  In her new dress and coat she looked a tiny bit older, but still not old enough to get served in a bar.  And she didn’t have identification, which she would probably need to show for decades before she looked old enough naturally to avoid suspicion.  Almost as soon as their drinks arrived a man in a dark suit approached.

      “Are you looking for a game?” the man asked Big.

      “Indeed.”

      “Follow me please,” the suit said.

      He led them down a hallway, past the restrooms, and through a door that was for staff only.  The store room was full of crates, a walk-in cooler, and stacks of kegs.  They passed a tiny office with stacks of paper receipts and invoices. Finally, another short hallway led to a larger room with a proper card table in the middle.  There were tall seats around the room.  Big gave his cash to the man in the suit, while Easy and Tiffany climbed into chairs by the door.

      There were other spectators, but not many, and two exits.  One the way they had come in, while the other was a metal security door with a red exit sign over it.  Easy guessed it led to the alley behind the bar.  He liked having options in case things went wrong.  In a tactical situation, he always wanted to identify clear avenues of escape.  And when it came to his older brother, Easy knew things could and probably would go wrong eventually.
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      Mace Sinclair woke up in a medical pod that had been brought into the warehouse on Varsog.  The top of the dome was transparent, and he could see the metal ceiling high above him.  There were lights on in the facility, but they were dimmed.  Things looked odd, and there was a dull ache on the side of his face.

      It took him a while to remember what had happened.  He had been in a fight.  His pride had gotten the best of him.  Easy McCoy was the real deal, not just another jarhead, but a skilled and dangerous man.  Mace tried to move his arms.  One could reach up and touch the dome top of the medical pod, but the other was pinned to his chest.  The effort to move produced white hot flashes of pain that erupted from his elbow and shot through his arm and into his neck.  The details of the fight were coming back to him, swimming through the fog of narcotics in his system.

      He remembered the pain when his arm had broken.  The bones had snapped, and the ligaments had torn.  It was incredibly painful, but not completely debilitating.  Mace had drawn a stiletto in hopes of finishing his opponent.  With Easy McCoy out of the way, the others would be simple to kill.  The plan had been to torture Big Candy, the arrogant gambler who had embarrassed Desmond Rosenshield, and then kill his brothers in front of him.  But Mace’s plan had fallen apart.  The brothers arrived at Varsog much sooner than he expected, before the reinforcements from the Rosenshield security team could arrive.  And Easy McCoy had been armed and ready.

      The knife hadn’t done Mace any good either.  He reached up with his good hand and felt the gash it had left in his face.  The cut had been repaired, but the flesh around it was swollen and tender.  It led up to a bandage that covered his eyes.  And suddenly the end of the fight flashed in Mace’s mind.  The knife had been turned against him.  His strength was waning, and he couldn’t stop Easy McCoy from stabbing the blade into his eyeball.  The memory of that pain made Mace writhe and shout.

      If there was anyone in the warehouse to hear him they didn’t respond to his cry.  The automated doctor however was triggered by his outburst.  He hardly felt the prick of the needle that injected another dose of painkillers into his naked body.  A warm feeling rushed over Mace, and he calmed down immediately.  The trauma of the fight flitted away like the details of a bad dream, and he was filled with a sudden, unexplainable sense of euphoria.  His eyelids grew heavy, and it was as if his body were floating down a slow river.  He let go, and the current washed him away.

      In the office above the warehouse floor, Thorton Cross looked down at his subordinate.  Thorton had known Mace for a long time.  They had been in the spy agency together, both recruited for off-book assignments.  Thorton was the first to leave government work and had joined the Rosenshield empire.  When the time came, Thorton had recruited his friend.  They had risen through the private security ranks to become team leaders.  Mace had been in charge of Desmond Rosenshield’s protective detail, while Thorton was head of security for the entire family.  Which was why Thorton was left to clean up his friend’s mess.

      “Mr. Cross, I’ve got a hit on their ship,” Dean said nervously.

      There was a full team of security personnel in the office.  After disposing of the bodies left by the McCoys, Dean had been tracked down.  He was the lone survivor of the attack and completely uninjured.  That fact alone made Thorton suspicious.  Dean was Mace’s computer expert.  He answered all of Thorton’s questions, and if he was telling the truth, had even tracked down the ship the McCoys had escaped in.

      “Show me,” Thorton said, turning away from the warehouse floor where his friend was convalescing.

      Dean hit a button that projected a solar map onto the wall of the office.  It zoomed in with the touch of a button, the stars and planets flew past the observer and settled in the Taxila system.

      “Darius Three,” Dean said.  “Mede City to be exact.  My tracker is pinging on the system there.  Looks like the ship is at the landing port.”

      Thorton looked over to another of his associates, a woman with a round face and thick, pale lips.  “Who is closest?”

      The woman consulted her PCL, then said, “Nelson’s group is in that system.”

      “Send them the details,” Thorton said, before turning his stern gaze back on Dean.  “I assume you have files on these McCoys?”

      “Yes, sir,” Dean replied.  “We know everything about them.”

      “I doubt that,” Thorton growled, his anger starting to show.  “Personnel files are useful tools, but they never tell the whole story.  If they did, my friend wouldn’t be in a medical pod, and your associates wouldn’t be dead.”

      “What do you want them to do?” the woman asked, not even bothering to look up from her small Personal Computer Link.

      “I want them dead,” Thorton said.  “Quickly, quietly, and with no loose threads.  Mede City has a decent police force.  Better to move the bodies off world.”

      “I thought Mr. Rosenshield wanted to deal with these people himself?” the woman asked.

      She was Thorton’s subordinate, but she wasn’t wrong.  Franklin Rosenshield had ordered him to track down the McCoys and bring them to him on his super yacht, the Dynasty.  But Thorton didn’t want to take any chances.  Easy McCoy, the former soldier, was dangerous.  It was better to just deal with them and tell his boss it was unavoidable.  Ultimately that’s what Franklin Rosenshield wanted and what he paid Thorton Cross to provide.  He wasn’t just a security man–he was in charge of making problems go away.  And that’s what he intended to do with the McCoys.

      “Better to let Nelson’s team handle it,” Thorton said.  “Mr. Rosenshield doesn’t need to sully his hands with these people.”

      The woman tapped a few instructions on her PCL screen.  Thorton looked at Dean.  He didn’t trust the man.  But he didn’t want to burn a good asset either.  “You,” he ordered.  “Go and bring food.”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Cross.  Right away.”

      Dean hurried from the office, and Thorton looked down at his friend again.  Mace Sinclair was asleep in the medical pod.  When he woke up, Thorton wanted to be able to tell him the man who had caused Mace so much pain was dead.
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      “You really think this is a good idea?” Hutch asked as they locked up the ship and set the security system.

      “The others won’t be back for hours,” Kitt said.  “We might as well have some fun while we’re here.”

      “I don’t really like leaving the ship unattended,” Hutch said.  “Not after what happened on Esbe Four.”

      “The ship is locked up tight, and the port has really good security.  Look around,” Kitt said.  “There are cameras everywhere.  No one is going to bother the ship.”

      They set out at a walk toward the ring of shops and restaurants that lined the edge of the spaceport.  If all they wanted was a meal or a few drinks, they could have had either at a variety of places within walking distance to the ship.  But Kitt had something else in mind.  He hailed a cab, climbed inside, and told the navigation droid to take them to the best public house in town.

      “Red Goose is rated five stars,” the droid replied.  “Would you like to go there?”

      On the glass between the passenger section of the cab and the automated controls, the pub’s logo appeared, along with a brief description.

      “See,” Kitt said.  “Food, drinks, live music, dancing.”

      “I don’t dance,” Hutch said.

      “But you know how to have fun,” Kitt said.  “At least you used to.”

      “Whatever,” Hutch said.

      “Great!  Take us to the Red Goose,” Kitt ordered.

      The taxi dinged in acknowledgement of the order and sped away from the port.

      “Look at this place,” Kitt said.

      The sun had set, and the city was lit with blinking lights of all colors.  Signs glowed, street lamps shone, and there were people out walking the streets.

      “It’s busy,” Hutch said.

      “Good food, girls, come on Hutch, we might be older but we’re not dead, man,” Kitt said encouragingly.

      The trip to the Red Goose didn’t take long.  They went inside and found the pub to be noisy.  The bar was surrounded by people.  Droids filled drinks, serving bots delivered food.  A three-piece band played in one corner.  Most of the patrons were younger, but there were a few groups of friends that were closer to Kitt’s age.

      He still couldn’t believe he was fifty-four years old.  He had good hair and was fit, but there were wrinkles around his eyes and across his forehead.  Gray was sprinkled through his dark hair too.

      Hutch was two years younger, but looked older.  He had thinning hair and wasn’t as fit.  He wasn’t fat, but years of sitting in front of computer consoles had made him soft around the middle.

      They ordered pizza and beer as they leaned on a tall table and watched the people around them.  No one was dancing, there was no room for it.  But it didn’t take long for a pair of women to catch their eye.  One was tall, thin, with red hair and pale skin.  When Kitt approached her she smiled and leaned close to hear him over the music.

      “Hello ladies.  You both look lovely this evening,” Kitt said.  “Do you come here often?”

      “Sometimes,” the redhead said.

      “My name is Kitt.”

      “I’m Tina, this is Lynn,” the tall redhead said.

      Lynn was shorter with dark brown skin and thick black hair.

      “That’s my brother, Hutch.  We’re new in town,” Kitt said.  “Want to join us?”

      The ladies looked at each other and nodded.  The next three hours flew by and even Hutch had a good time.  An hour after meeting Tina and Lynn, the crowd moved on from the Red Goose, and there was room to dance.  Hutch got past his nerves, thanks to a little encouragement from Lynn and several tall glasses of beer.

      When the night wound down the girls shared their contact info and left.  Kitt was feeling pretty good about himself, and Hutch was smiling.

      “Been a while since we hit the town,” Kitt said as they walked down the street in the direction of the landing port.

      “Too long,” Hutch agreed.  “That was fun.”

      “Could be more than that,” Kitt said.  “I mean, we’re sticking around for a few days.  We could ask the girls out for a proper date.  See where things go.”

      “Maybe,” Hutch said with a chuckle.  “Is this how you live?  A girl on every planet?”

      “No,” Kitt said.  “Most women aren’t interested in a guy who’s never around.”

      There were still plenty of people on the street, and taxis were plentiful, but the brothers were enjoying the night air and weren’t quite ready to call it quits.  They wandered into a shop selling pies and each got a slice.  Kitt chose chocolate cream, while Hutch selected cherry with fresh whipped cream.  It was the kind of indulgence they wouldn’t have on the ship.

      And while both men had their heads on a swivel, taking in the sights and sounds of Mede City, neither of them noticed the short man in the black coat that was tailing them.

      “You were a hot shot ace pilot,” Hutch said.  “I can’t believe you never got married.”

      “I never even came close,” Kitt said as they ate their slices of pie.  “I mean I had a few girlfriends over the years, but I never really got close to any of them.”

      “It’s hard,” Hutch said.  “I don’t like to talk about how I’m feeling.”

      “You had a normal life,” Kitt said.  “And good work.  You were a catch, bro.  How’d you end up single?”

      “According to more than one woman I dated, I have commitment issues.”

      “Is that code for being a ladies man?” Kitt asked.

      “Actually no,” Hutch said.  “I never cheated.  I just don’t think I’m very deep.  Women discover that I’m just a guy who loves computers, and they decide they need someone with a little more to offer.  Besides, computer engineers are a dime a dozen these days.  It took me twentysomething years just to pay off my damn education loans.”

      “There’s always a catch,” Kitt said.  “I can’t tell you the number of times I came back from a job to find my girlfriend had moved on.”

      “Maybe we aren’t the problem,” Hutch said, pointing at his brother with the business end of his fork.  “Maybe it’s the women?

      “Yeah, somehow I doubt that,” Kitt said with a chuckle.  “Dad raised four boys, and we’re all still bachelors.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” Hutch said.  “I like my freedom.”

      Kitt saw the doubt in his brother’s eyes.  And while he did his best to pretend that he was happy being single, Kitt couldn’t help but look back on his life and wish he had made different choices.

      “Flying was always my priority,” Kitt said.  “I took every job that came my way just to get behind the stick.”

      “You were born to fly,” Hutch said.

      “I should have gotten a gig with a transport service,” Kitt said.  “I could have been home three or four days a week.”

      “You would have gone crazy flying transports, we both know that,” Hutch said.  “You need a challenge.  It’s part of our DNA.”

      “Dad took whatever work he could get,” Kitt pointed out.

      “Because he had to,” Hutch said.  “This was his dream.  He wanted to run the blockade, navigate the Fanning Belt, and mine quartzite crystal.  But he had obligations.”

      “How many times did we hear him say that?” Kitt asked.

      “Too many.  And when we were all finally old enough to leave the nest, he was too old to chase his dreams.”

      “He was younger than me,” Kitt said.

      “Well…he wasn’t as fit as we are,” Hutch said.  “Or maybe he was just too domesticated.”

      “He never complained, not to me.”

      “No, I never heard him complain and he had plenty of reasons to.”

      “So maybe he was happy with his life?” Kitt pointed out.  “Maybe we missed out on something, Hutch.  Maybe getting married and having kids was better?”

      “Truth be told, I never really liked children,” Hutch said, finishing off his pie.  “And I don’t remember mom at all.”

      “You were only two when she passed,” Kitt said.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I like women.  Hell, I love them.  They just don’t love me back.”

      “Maybe we’ll get a second chance,” Kitt said as he stood up.  “Maybe we’ll get lucky, strike it rich, pay for age therapy, and find young, pretty wives to spoil.”

      “You make it sound so glamorous,” Hutch said with a chuckle.  “All we have to do is break the law, risk our lives, and not get caught.”

      “Sounds about right to me,” Kitt said, holding the door of the pie shop open for his brother.

      They continued their stroll, feeling good about the night and never noticing the man who approached them from behind.  They were walking past an alleyway when the man grabbed Hutch and pulled him into the shadows.  Kitt had been in front of his brother and didn’t notice he was gone at first.

      “We should call them and see if they want to have dinner,” Kitt said.  “At a real restaurant.  Then maybe they’ll want to see the ship.  What do you think?”

      When Hutch didn’t answer Kitt turned around.  His brother was gone.
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      “Hutch?” Kitt said.  “Hutch!”

      “In here,” a gruff voice replied.

      Kitt saw movement in the shadows.  He stepped closer and saw that Hutch was pinned to the wall with a knife to his throat.  The man assaulting him was tall and lean.  Kitt smelled the body odor and felt his flesh break out in goosebumps.

      “Give me all your money or your friend dies,” the man threatened.

      “Okay, okay,” Kitt said, holding out his hands.  “I’ll give you what we’ve got, but it isn’t much.”

      “Don’t lie to me,” the man said.  “I’ll gut you both and leave you bleeding in this alley.”

      “Don’t give him a damn thing,” Hutch said through clenched teeth.

      “Hutch, shut up,” Kitt warned his brother as he stepped closer.

      “I’m not afraid of this—”

      The man with the knife slugged Hutch hard in the stomach with his free hand.  It knocked the breath from his lungs, and as the assailant backed up Hutch doubled over.

      “Hand over the money!” the man said.

      Kitt reached into his pocket, pulled out his banking fob, and held it out.  But when the assailant reached for it Hutch lunged into the man, slamming his shoulder into the criminal’s hip.   The man slashed at Hutch, who was still bent over.  The knife slashed nothing but air over Hutch’s head, and Kitt sprang into action.  A hard kick to the criminal’s groin doubled him over.  Hutch grabbed the man’s knife hand, twisting around until the thief dropped his weapon.  Then Kitt drove his knee up into the man’s face as hard as he could.  The man’s head snapped back, and blood flew from his broken nose as he toppled backward into the dirty alley.

      Hutch started to kick the man, but Kitt grabbed his brother’s arm.

      “Let’s just get out of here.”

      “You’re damn lucky!” Hutch snarled.

      He flung the knife down the alley.  It bounced and skittered across the concrete before hitting a garbage dumpster.

      Kitt stuffed his banking fob back in his pocket and led Hutch out of the alley.  Before long, they were both laughing and reliving the fight.  They were filled with adrenaline and a sense of victory that gave them both a feeling of euphoria.

      “If you hadn’t stopped me I would have stomped that SOB,” Hutch said.

      “Never kick a man when he’s down,” Kitt said, imitating their late father’s voice.

      “You sound just like him,” Hutch said.

      “He was always full of little tidbits of wisdom.”

      “You think he meant don’t literally kick a man while he’s down?  Because I could have kicked that thief to kingdom come and back?”

      “Maybe,” Kitt said.  “You’ve still got a solid tackle.”

      “Coach Mabry would be proud,” Hutch declared.

      “I haven’t thought about him in years,” Kitt said.

      When they reached the spaceport the adrenaline rush was gone, and both men were tired.  They crossed the yard full of spaceships without much thought.  At one time in their lives, when they were children, they would have marveled at the collection of interstellar ships.  And while they appreciated things more as adults, there were fewer things to marvel at.

      There was no way for either of them to know that they were being watched.  The spaceport was full of cameras, and a group of highly trained security experts had little trouble hacking into the feed.  One camera zoomed in on Kitt as he punched in the code to unlock the Saturday Night Fever and disarm her security system.

      Hutch led the way into the ship.  They locked the hatch behind them, staggered up to the common room, and drank water in hopes of staving off a hangover from their night on the town.

      “Should we tell the others?” Hutch asked.

      “About the fight?” Kitt asked as he looked at his clothes.

      There were drops of blood splattered across his jacket and shirt.  He would have to scrub it out.  Just one more reason not to feel bad about breaking the thief’s nose.

      “Yeah, I mean, maybe that guy wasn’t just a bum.  Maybe he was with the security people who abducted Big?”

      “Okay, I guess,” Kitt said.

      “You don’t think so?”

      Kitt shook his head.  “I think it was just some desperate lowlife who thought we looked like a couple of pushovers.  Two old men, that’s what I think.”

      Kitt looked at his face in the mirror behind the little wetbar in the corner of the common room.  He could see the gray at his temples and the wrinkles on his forehead.  It was hard to believe he was old enough for gray hair and wrinkles, but the proof was undeniable.

      “Still, they should be warned,” Hutch said.  “I’ll send Easy a message.”

      “Can you believe they’ve been gone so long?” Kitt asked.  “I don’t know about you, but playing cards that long would drive me crazy.”

      “I’d be half asleep,” Hutch said.

      “Maybe that’s how Big does it?  Just keep playing until your opponents get too tired to make good choices.”

      “That’s one strategy,” Hutch said.  “But I don’t understand how a person as big as Candy can have that kind of stamina.”

      “He’s a rare breed,” Kitt said, sipping his water.

      They both slumped down into side-by-side recliners.  Hutch lifted a remote and powered on the entertainment system.  A large panel display came to life with local programming that was part of their docking privileges.  They were connected to a sewer dump, power grid access, and local entertainment programming.  A sports newscast was playing.  They muted the feed and let the bright scenes play out before them as they sipped their water.

      “He had it coming,” Hutch said eventually.  There was none of the youthful enthusiasm in his voice any longer.  If anything, Kitt heard a note of regret.  “He had a knife to my throat.”

      “You’re lucky he didn’t kill you,” Kitt said.

      “The craziest part is I have less than a thousand credits in my account,” Hutch said.  “Certainly not enough to kill someone for.”

      “You never know these days,” Kitt replied.

      “We did what we had to do,” Hutch said.  “You think we should have reported it to the police?”

      Kitt shrugged.  “Maybe, but we didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “We had a few beers,” Hutch said.  “I can’t remember how many.”

      “Not that many,” Kitt said.  “And we weren’t flying.  We were walking.”

      “He had a knife to my throat.  What was I supposed to do?”

      Hutch felt a deep chasm of regret opening inside him.  He wasn’t a violent person, and even though the thief had threatened his life, he felt guilty for hurting the man.  It didn’t make sense to him.

      “We handled things,” Kitt said.  “Nothing to feel bad about.”

      But he looked down at his jacket, saw the blood spots, and wondered how badly the man had been hurt.  They didn’t kick him while he was down, but they left him in a dark alley bleeding.  The thief certainly had it coming, but that didn’t make it any easier to live with.

      “I don’t know how Easy lives with it,” Hutch said softly.  “Does he ever talk to you about what he’s done?”

      “Never,” Kitt said.

      “Me either, but it must be eating him alive.”
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      Easy didn’t feel anything but tired as he sat slumped in one of the spectator chairs in the quiet, smoky room.  Tiffany was slumped against his arm.  Big Candy had been playing cards for nine hours.  His stack of chips had diminished slowly at first, but a couple of big wins at strategic times had changed his fortune.  There were still four players at the table–three men, including Big Candy, and a woman, who had the lion's share of the chips.

      The players weren’t desperate gambling addicts, nor were they pros.  They were, by Easy’s estimation, mid-level criminals.  One man smoked small, hand-rolled cigarettes, and another had a strange looking electronic pipe that filled his lungs with clouds of vapor which he blew up toward the ceiling in long, billowing sighs.  Big candy had an unlit cigar beside his chips, along with a tumbler full of yellow liquid.  Easy wasn’t sure what cocktail it was exactly, but certainly a fruity beverage that seemed almost out of place.  He also had a bowl of chocolate-covered pretzels that he munched on occasionally.

      Easy thought that watching poker was incredibly boring.  Not because there was no action in the game, but because the players all kept straight faces, doing their best not to reveal anything.  The woman–Big Candy called her Tequila–had dark glasses with round frames.  She was an older woman, with gray streaks in her long hair, which hung down around her narrow face.  She had long, dark red fingernails that tapped lightly on the table as she played.  The other two players were fat men in ill-fitting jogging attire, tapered sweatpants, t-shirts, and windbreakers that matched their pants.  They wore thick gold chains that hung from their necks, and both had gaudy rings on both hands.  But Easy also noticed the tattoos that were creeping out from the cuffs of their jackets and springing up from their collars.  They were probably gangsters, drug dealers maybe, men with a lot of hard currency to spend but few places to spend it.

      After nine hours, the game finally came to a head.  Tequila folded, but the men all played, eventually going all-in.  Their combined piles of chips still didn’t quite equal what was stacked high and neat in front of Tequila.  Easy felt his stomach tighten with concern.  Big Candy had started the game with a hundred and thirty thousand credits in chips.  He had more than doubled that amount with his wins, but he was putting it all on the line in one hand.

      “Players, turn over your cards,” the dealer said.  She was the third one of the evening.  Or was it morning?  Easy wasn’t sure.  There were no windows in the small, smoky room.

      “Pair of queens,” one man said, flipping his cards.

      “Damn it!” said the other, who only had two nines.

      Big didn’t have a pair.  He had a four of clubs and a six of diamonds, but there were matching cards in the four upturned cards by the dealer that the players all shared.

      “Looks like it’s you and me,” the man with the pair of queens said to Big Candy.

      “I hope my luck holds,” Big said, before popping a pretzel in his mouth as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      “Final card,” the dealer said.

      She flipped over a card from the deck she was holding, revealing a queen of hearts.

      “Looks like I’m the lucky winner,” the man said with a grin, as he reached for the stack of chips.

      Easy couldn’t see Big’s face, but he saw his brother tense up.  Maybe it was a reaction to losing, but Easy had never seen it before.  And his brother had lost plenty of hands.  Maybe it was the fact that he had just lost all their money.  Easy couldn’t be sure, but he felt a knot form in his own stomach.  They were back to square one.  Big Candy had lost.

      “Funny,” Tequila said, slowly turning over her own cards.  “I have a queen of hearts too.”

      “What the hell, Jimmy,” the man with the pair of nines demanded.

      “I don’t…” His face shifted from surprise, to embarrassment, then rage.

      He leaped up from the table, and his chair on casters rolled back and banged into an unoccupied spectator’s chair.  Easy nudged Tiffany, who woke up without making a sound.  She sat up and rubbed her eyes.

      “You’re good,” Big Candy said with a broad smile.  “I almost didn’t see it.”

      “You’re a dirty cheat!” the other man snarled.

      The cheater cursed in a language that Easy didn’t recognize and spit on the table.  Another of the spectators, a woman with long hair wearing an ornate evening gown, drew a sleek-looking pistol with a muzzle suppressor from the clutch on her lap.  The cheater’s eyes went wide at the sight of it.

      The door to the poker room opened, and a man in a custom made business suit was revealed.  He had deep lines on the hollows of his cheeks, and a thin, well-manicured mustache along the edge of his upper lip.

      “Why don’t you come with me, Jimmy?” the man said.

      It wasn’t a suggestion, and even though the man’s voice was soft, his eyes were hard.

      “This is bullshit!” the cheater said.  “I ain’t no cheat.”

      “The cards don’t lie,” Tequila said.

      “Come on, don’t make a scene,” the man in the suit said.

      The cheater named Jimmy straightened his tracksuit, spit on the floor, and followed the suit outside.  Easy recognized the exaggerated demeanor of a person who was frightened.  And Easy couldn’t blame the man.  Being caught cheating in a poker game run by people who welcomed criminals would have to be a tight fix.  Maybe Jimmy could buy his way out of trouble, but Easy was certain the man would have to take his lumps.  Just the thought of it made Easy’s side hurt.  His fractured ribs were aching, and the stale, smoky air was burning his tired eyes.  It would take days to get the stench out of his hair and new clothes.

      The woman with the pistol returned it to her small purse and focused her attention on the table.  None of the other players had moved.  The dealer was gathering up the cards.  “Winner, two pairs,” she said.

      Big looked at the opponent he had just beaten.  “We can play another hand, winner takes all, if you like?”

      “Screw you,” the man said angrily.  He got to his feet and stormed out of the room.

      Tequila looked at Big Candy and smiled.  “Just you and me now,” she said.

      “I was hoping it would work out this way,” Big said.  “What do you say we call it a night and I buy you a nice meal?”

      “Oh, I never leave money on the table,” she said.  “You should know that about me.”

      “I do,” Big said.  “Just giving you a chance to quit while you’re ahead.”

      “The money means nothing to me.  I play for the thrill of the win.”

      “Let’s play then,” Big said.  “I just hope losing doesn’t ruin the evening for you.  I can’t remember when I’ve had this much fun.”

      “Almost getting robbed is fun?” the woman said.

      “He was good, but I knew he was up to something,” Big said.

      “And how would you have proved it?”

      The dealer finished shuffling cards and dealt them each a hand.

      “In my experience, cheaters always make a mistake somewhere,” Big Candy said.

      He glanced at his cards and looked up at Tequila.  She hadn’t touched hers.  Instead, she shoved her stack of chips to the center of the table.  Big chuckled, then pushed his own chips forward.

      “Players are all-in,” the dealer said.  “Here comes the flop.”

      She turned over three cards.  Big didn’t even glance at them.  His eyes were locked on his opponent, and hers were locked on his.  Big leaned toward Tequila.  “Care to make this interesting?”

      “What did you have in mind?” she asked.

      “I win, you have dinner with me.”

      “And if you lose?”

      “I’ve still got it,” Big said.  “Never sold it.  Never lost it.  It’s on my ship right now.”

      For the first time that night Tequila removed her dark glasses.  She had bright blue eyes that were open wide.  Her lips were apart, and Easy noticed that she was breathing heavier.

      “You better not be lying.”

      “I would never,” Big said, “not about my treasures.”

      “I’ve been waiting a long time for this,” she said.

      “Turn over your cards and let’s see who wins?” Big said.  “You were right, this is more exciting than the money.”

      “It was my good luck charm,” Tequila said.

      “Until it wasn’t,” Big replied as he leaned back in his seat.  “Do we have a bet?”

      She nodded, then turned over her cards.  She had an ace and an eight, unsuited.  Big Candy turned over his cards and revealed a three and a seven.  The dealer turned over another card.  It was a six.  There were already a four, six, and an ace showing.

      “Looks like I’m going to win,” Tequila said, a smile pulling at her lips.

      “Maybe,” Big said.

      “Last card,” the dealer announced.

      Everyone in the room leaned forward.  Big Candy’s only chance of winning was for the last card to be a five.  He would have a straight, three through seven, enough to beat Tequila’s pair of aces.  Tiffany took hold of Easy’s sleeve.  She was tense, he was nervous–the only person in the room who seemed completely at ease was Big Candy.

      “Aren’t you concerned?” Tequila asked.

      “Not me,” Big said.  “Either way I get to see you again.”

      His opponent smiled, until the dealer laid down the last card.
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      “Five of diamonds,” the dealer said, as she laid down the last common card on the table.  “Straight to the gentleman, three through seven, winner.”

      “How did you know?” Tequila said.

      “I didn’t,” Big Candy replied.  “But when you hope for something long enough, well…”

      “Don’t toy with me,” Tequila said.

      There was some polite applause from the spectators, who began to talk about the game.  Easy and Tiffany joined in, clapping.

      “I guess that does it,” Easy said.

      “How long was I asleep?” Tiffany asked.

      “Only an hour or so,” Easy told her.  “We’ll get you back to the ship.”

      “That sounds so good,” she said.  “I never slept in a bed so comfortable as the one on the Fever.”

      “Big Candy likes the finer things in life,” Easy said.  “Let’s just hope we can get him back.”

      A few of the spectators greeted the players.  Most wanted to shake Big Candy’s hand.  As a pro, he was a draw, the kind of player that people liked to watch.  Tequila was a regular, but Big Candy was like a visiting celebrity.

      When the room finally began to clear, the dealer pulled a metal cash box from under the table and counted what was inside.  Most of the money went into a pouch which she handed to Big Candy.

      “Sir,” the dealer said.

      “Thank you,” Big said, glancing inside.  He pulled out a few bills and handed them to the dealer.  “Thank you for a good game.  Can you see that your associates get their share?”

      “Of course,” the dealer said.

      Big zipped up the pouch and tucked it away inside his jacket.

      “You shouldn’t carry that kind of scratch around without security,” Tequila said.

      “I’ve got it,” Big said.  “Meet my baby brother, Easy McCoy.”

      Easy and Tiffany walked over from where they had watched the game by the door.  Everyone else had left, even the dealer.  Big picked up his unsmoked cigar and held it between his fingers.  It was a long, torpedo-shaped stogie.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Tequila said.

      “Likewise,” Easy said.  “This is our friend, Tiffany.”

      “You played a great game,” Tiffany said.

      “Thank you.  I didn’t plan to lose, but for some reason I can’t seem to get ahead when Big Candy is playing.”

      “You were ahead the whole game,” Tiffany said.

      “Tiffany joined us at Trajan Station,” Big said.  “She’s a resourceful young lady.”

      “Trajan Station is an abomination,” Tequila said.  “You were wise to leave there.”

      “Indeed,” Big said.  “Now about this dinner…”

      Tequila chuckled, but the look she gave Big wasn’t regretful.

      “Maybe you should let the lady get some sleep,” Easy suggested.  “It’s been a long night, Big.”

      “At least one of the McCoys has some decency,” Tequila said in a flirtatious tone.

      “Forgive me, but my passions sometimes run away with me,” Big said.  “How about the Indigo Rose, say seven o’clock?”

      “I’ll be there,” Tequila said.

      “So shall I,” Big Candy told her.

      “Be careful with this one,” Tequila told Tiffany.  “He’s a rogue.”

      She left the room, and the trio from the Saturday Night Fever couldn’t keep from watching her go.

      “Wow,” Easy said.  “You sure you can handle a woman like that, Big?”

      “Handle a woman like that?” Tiffany said.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means he thinks I’ll get my heart broken,” Big Candy told her as he put one of his large hands on her narrow shoulders.  “And he’s right.  Tequila Velarro is a special woman.  A man could easily fall in love with her, if he wasn’t careful.  Now, let’s see how much money we won tonight.”

      Easy moved to the door that led back through the club, while Big Candy thumbed through the money.  Tequila was right.  It was too much to be walking around with.

      “From one-thirty to six ninety-five after hosting fees and tip.  We did okay,” Big Candy said.

      “Six hundred and ninety-five thousand credits?” Tiffany asked, her eyes going wide.

      “Hard credits,” Big said.  “Which are only good in the types of places that a lady should be careful to avoid.”

      “I’m not a lady,” Tiffany said.

      “Of course you are my dear, our past doesn’t define us.  You can be anything you want.”

      Tiffany nodded, but Easy could see that she didn’t really believe the gambler.  And he understood her perspective.  She was young, with no money.  Tiffany didn’t even have proper identification.  She had no education, no place to live apart from the Fever and she feared what would happen to her once the McCoys insisted she leave.

      “Maybe Kitt’s right,” Easy said.  “Six ninety-five is enough to fill the tanks and get us back on track.”

      “Of course it is, but it’s hard currency, little brother.  Before we can spend it, we’ll have to clean it.”

      “I don’t understand why,” Tiffany said, as Easy crossed the room to the emergency exit door and pushed it open.

      Sunlight flooded into the little room, which seemed less elegant in the light of day.

      “Because the government can’t control it,” Big explained.  “Digital credits leave a trail.  All those bytes and bits from every transaction a person makes gets stored somewhere.  But hard currency is anonymous.  Which is why many people prefer it.  Unfortunately, our esteemed government decided long ago to make using hard credits illegal.  It’s not a crime they track a person down for, but most businesses aren’t equipped to take hard cash anymore.  We’ll need to find someone to convert it for us, and that will come at a steep price.”

      Easy knew that even if they had to give up half of Big Candy’s winnings to get clean digital credits, it would still be enough to top off the Fever’s hydro tank.  But Big Candy had won the money.  They were operating in his semi-shady arena, and Easy was content to let him call the shots.

      They left the bar through the rear door.  The sun wasn’t just up–it was midday, with the sunlight shining down into the dingy alley between the tall buildings.  Easy was tired, but after sitting for so long it felt good to stretch his legs.  Once they reached the main street it was easy to hail a cab, which took them back to the spaceport.

      Kitt and Hutch were awake, staying busy on the ship doing little chores.  Big Candy was welcomed back like a hero, and Easy thought he deserved it.  Their big brother had turned his old watch into hard cash, which he had multiplied many times over in a very short amount of time.  Easy wished his brothers could have seen Big at the poker table.

      Tiffany went straight to her cabin to sleep, but Big mixed himself a drink and relished the questions from his brothers.  He seemed to enjoy telling of his victory as much as actually winning the poker game.

      “So you won?” Hutch asked.

      “Damn, Big, that’s quite an achievement,” Kitt added.

      “How much?” Hutch queried.

      “Not enough to get a seat at the big game,” Big said.  “But close.”

      “How much did he win, Easy?” Hutch insisted.

      Easy held up his hands.  “Don’t put me in the middle.  Big knows what he’s doing.”

      “I have plans,” Big said.  “Tonight dinner with Tequila, and if all goes well…I should have a seat at the big game the following night.”

      “But you won enough to get us out of here,” Hutch said.  “Am I the only one who’s anxious to get to work mining quartzite?”

      “Yes,” Big Candy said.

      “No,” Kitt retorted.  “We’re all anxious to get started.  And we’ve got a long way to go.  First the blockade, then the Fanning Belt.”

      “We don’t even know if the mysterious course through the asteroid field will work,” Big said.  “Here, we have a chance not just to get the money we need to refuel the ship, but actually win back all the seed money we put up.”

      “Or you could lose,” Hutch said.  “And then we’re right back at square one again.”

      “I appreciate your willingness to try and win back the money we’ve invested,” Kitt said.  “But I’m kinda with Hutch on this one.  Why risk it?”

      “Because it’s what I do,” Big said.  “Believe me, I’m all in on fulfilling Dad’s dream, but the quartzite isn’t going anywhere.  And in my mind, getting to it is a bigger risk than me losing in the boat game, which doesn’t come around very often.  Besides, there’s more at stake here than getting off Darius Three.”

      “Like what?” Hutch said.

      “He’s talking about Tiffany,” Easy said.

      That made the four men fall silent.  Big Candy swirled the ice in his glass, then took a sip of the drink.  Easy could see the fatigue setting in on his big brother.  Bags were forming under the gambler’s eyes.  They all needed some rest, but there was an issue at hand.  Tiffany was their responsibility, and her future needed to be discussed.

      “You obviously have a plan,” Kitt said.  “Let’s hear it.”

      “It’s not so much a plan, as an idea,” Big Candy said.  “I wasn’t sure about it until the game was over.”

      “Tequila,” Easy said, making the connection that his brothers who missed the poker game couldn’t.

      “What?” Hutch asked.

      “You want more to drink?” Kitt wondered, the look of disapproval clear on his face.

      “She was a player at the game last night,” Easy said.

      “An old friend.  Tequila Velarro, I’ve known her for years.  She could have been a professional player, but she doesn’t like space travel.  Her family made a fortune here.  She took over the business just to maintain the jobs her employees depend on.  She’s fought off several attempts to wrest control of the business away from her family, but she’s held on.”

      “What does she have to do with the girl?” Hutch asked.

      “It might be possible that Tequila would take her in,” Big said.  “If anyone could give her a real shot at happiness, Tequila is that person.”

      “It would be much better than dropping her in the system,” Easy said.

      “So that’s what this is all about?” Kitt asked.

      “Not all,” Big Candy said.  “I want to beat the best players.  There’s not much challenge playing tourists at the big resorts.”

      “So we’re risking everything for your ego?” Hutch asked.

      “Come on, that’s not fair,” Kitt said.

      “Tell me you aren’t looking forward to running the blockade,” Big said to Kitt.  “We all know it’s the real reason you joined this quest.”

      Kitt shrugged.  “I won’t deny it.”

      “You’re all a little crazy,” Hutch said.

      “Indeed, but what’s more important to you, dear brother?  Getting paid, or finding out if the nav computer you discovered really has the coordinates through the Fanning Belt?”

      Hutch had no poker face.  He had been called out, and Big Candy was right on the mark.

      “It’s our egos, as much as our credits, that invested on this adventure,” Big said.  “Let me play my part, and if all goes well we’ll have more than enough to pursue dad’s dream, while ensuring that our young guest has everything she needs to live a good life.”

      “You want to set her up financially?” Kitt asked.

      “It’s the only way to ensure she isn’t dragged back into slavery,” Big said.  He let his brothers think about what he had said for a moment.  They were all silent, until Big Candy spoke up again. “Well, I’ve had a hell of a night.  I think I’ll get a few hours of sleep before my date.”

      He got up and headed for his cabin.  Kitt and Hutch both looked at Big, then shifted their gaze to Easy.  It was clear from the looks on their faces that Easy wouldn’t get any rest until he had explained exactly what Big was talking about.
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      “They were boring,” Tina explains.  “Perfect gentlemen.  They didn’t even try to kiss us goodnight.”

      “Is that a fact?” Ledd Nelson asked, looking at his associates.

      “If they’re outlaws, they sure don’t act like it,” Lynn added.

      Both of the ladies were out of their conservative attire and back in their street clothes.  Tiffany wore a skin-tight body suit that was made from some type of breathable plastic.  Lynn wore an old-fashioned, lace-up bustier and short faux leather skirt.  It was obvious that they were prostitutes, and Ledd handed them each a disposable credit voucher.

      “Ten thousand?” Tina asked.

      “Each?” her companion added.

      Ledd nodded.  “Just as agreed on.”

      The women took the money and sauntered out on their absurdly high heels.  The head of the Nelson group, a security team funded by the Rosenshields, stood up.  They were in a hotel suite that was built just beside the spaceport.  There were half a dozen others, all rather plain looking high-rise buildings.  The room was filled with surveillance equipment, from long distance listening devices to powerful thermal imaging cameras that could see through walls.  The camera was set up on a tripod and angled down in front of the suite’s wide windows.  A row of paper-thin display screens were arranged on one wall, each one with a view from the spaceport’s security feeds.

      Ledd himself was a rather plain-looking man.  Unlike some security professionals, Ledd had a heavy frame, no longer muscled, his belly hung over his belt, and his face was puffy.  He looked like an overworked businessman, not handsome, but not ugly either.  He was completely forgettable and could blend into almost any crowd.  His associates were more striking.

      “What a pair of skanks,” Lisa Ho said.  She was their computer expert and not one to keep her opinions to herself.

      “They did what they were paid to do,” Lucas Lewis said.  He was the muscle, a veritable giant of a man that stood out in almost every crowd.  Taller than everyone else, with broad shoulders and bulging muscles.

      “Who would have thought they would clean up so well?” Jorge Brass said.  He was smaller than the rest, even smaller than Lisa, and very thin, but much stronger than he appeared.  Jorge, pronounced hor-hey, was a passionless killer, in charge of the group’s wet work.

      “Like a ring in a pig’s snout,” Lisa insisted.

      “They did their job, let’s do ours,” Ledd said.  “If they reach out for a second date, you know what to do?”

      “Of course,” Lisa said.

      “Do we have the green light to move on that ridiculous-looking ship?” Lucas asked.

      “Hey man, I like the ship,” Jorge said.  “It’s got style.”

      “It’s from a different century,” Lucas argued.

      “I don’t want anything that is so different it’s hard to forget,” Ledd said.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Lucas agreed.

      “And no, we don’t have a green light yet,” Ledd said.  “The boss just wants eyes on the target for now.”

      “We’ve got that and then some,” Jorge said.

      “As long as they stay together,” Lisa replied.

      “True,” Ledd agreed.  “But there’s four of them and four of us.”

      “And the girl,” Lisa pointed out.  “Or does she not count because she’s female?”

      “Don’t go there,” Jorge warned.

      “I’m just saying, there are five people on that ship,” Lisa insisted.

      “But we’re only being paid to keep tabs on the four brothers,” Ledd said.  “And from the info Cross sent us, the only one I’m concerned with is the youngest.”

      “The former RAKE Commando?” Lucas said with a smirk.  “You leave that little jarhead to me.”

      Jorge gave Ledd a knowing look.  Lucas was their muscle, the intimidator, and while he was strong enough to break bones, he wasn’t as fearsome as he looked.  Ledd knew his people, all their strengths and weaknesses.  None of them suffered from a conscience–even Lisa could kill a man without losing a minute’s sleep over it.  But Lucas considered himself to be a force of nature, and the truth was that speed, leverage, and most importantly, skill, trumped brute strength in a fight.

      “We stay on them until we get instructions from on high,” Ledd said.  “The boss might just want intel.  Or maybe he wants them alive.  You know the Big Boss likes his pound of flesh.”

      “As long as the money keeps coming, he can have whatever he wants,” Lisa said.

      “How does that make you any different from the ladies we just paid?” Jorge asked.

      “You have a sick mind,” she snarled.  “I didn’t mean that.”

      “Just sayin’,” Jorge replied.  “You said he can have whatever he wants.”

      “Don’t start!” Ledd ordered.  “You can fight on your own time.  Let’s stay on mission.  Jorge, as soon as the targets are off that crazy ship, I want ears inside.”

      “Roger that,” Jorge said.

      “Lisa,” Ledd continued giving orders, “make sure if the old dogs come calling for a second date you send them to someplace on the other side of Mede City.  Give us plenty of time to get on and off that ship.”

      “You got it, bossman,” she said.

      “When the time comes, I want a solid plan of action.  No one goes in unprepared.  Rumor is, these guys got the best of Mace Sinclair’s group.”

      Lisa let out a low whistle, and Jorge stopped rocking in his chair.

      “Mace Sinclair is an arrogant twerp,” Lucas said.

      “His group was watching the kid, right?” Jorge asked.

      “Yes, but Desmond Rosenshield is in a celebrity rehab center, far from the scene of the showdown,” Ledd explained.  “My sources tell me that Mace set a trap for them on Varsog in the Zimmer system.  Only the commando caught them with their pants down.”

      Lisa whistled again, clearly impressed.

      “He’s the real deal then,” Jorge said.

      “I could take him,” Lucas bragged.

      “From what I hear, Mace Sinclair thought the same thing,” Ledd went on.  “Now he’s in a med pod, and our target is walking free.  So don’t underestimate these guys.  It’s just a rumor, but it could be true.”

      “If it is, then I’m thinking the boss wants them dead,” Jorge said.  “He and Sinclair are close.”

      “You were in the agency with them, right boss?” Lisa asked.

      Ledd nodded.  “A long time ago.  Government work is for chumps.”

      “We should have weapons for this op,” Jorge said.  “Want me to round some up?”

      “Couldn’t hurt,” Ledd said.  “If we don’t need them, we’ll sell them off ourselves before jumping off this rock.  Is everyone on the same page here?”

      The group of security people nodded.

      “Good, let's stay alert.  No surprises.  When orders come down the pipe, I want us all ready, no matter what the Big Boss wants us to do.”
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      At exactly six thirty PM local time, Big Candy left the ship.  He was in a fine suit, with a turtleneck sweater and patent leather shoes.  Easy thought his big brother’s shoes would have passed inspection in naval boot camp.

      “You’re going after him?” Kitt asked.

      “Yeah,” Easy said, slipping his pistol back into the shoulder holster he favored.  It was well hidden under his coat.

      “You’d think that big lug would understand how important our safety is after what happened on Trajan Station,” Hutch said.

      “He’s got his pride,” Kitt said.  “Would you or I be any different?”

      Hutch shrugged his shoulders.

      “The girl still sleeping?” Easy asked.

      “Far as I know,” Kitt replied.  “We’ll keep an eye on her when she wakes up.  Feed her too, she’s skin and bones.”

      “You just watch your six,” Hutch said.

      “Nice,” Kitt said with a chuckle.  “When did you pick up the military lingo?”

      “I’ve seen my share of action movies,” Hutch said.

      Easy smiled–he enjoyed being with his brothers.  They never made him feel like an outsider; in fact, they worked hard to connect with him.  And while Easy wasn’t the type to wear his feelings on his sleeve, he respected his brothers and knew he could trust them.

      “I’ll be back when the date ends,” Easy said.  “See you guys then.”

      “I want updates from your PCL,” Kitt said.

      Easy gave his brother a thumbs-up, then left the ship just in time to see Big’s taxi gliding away from the edge of the spaceport.  Once it was out of sight Easy broke into a jog.  It was twilight in Mede City, and the air already felt chilly.  Not that Easy was the type to complain about the weather.  He had been on a hundred different worlds, some of them completely hostile to organic life.  He had served in hot temperatures and in the extreme cold of outer space.  A chill in the air wouldn’t stop him, but he did take note of it.

      There were a few cabs waiting for customers at the spaceport.  Easy climbed into the first one he found and ordered it take him to the Indigo Rose.  The automated nav system registered the command, and as soon as Easy had scanned his banking fob to pay the fare, it sped away.

      The ride through town was uneventful.  Most people walked the busy streets.  The only transports that Easy saw were cabs and luxury hovercraft, with a few party buses with flashing lights and loud music projected from the external speakers.  Occasionally Easy saw his brother’s cab ahead of him, but for the most part he had to rely on the auto nav to get him to the same location.  Big Candy had insisted that he go to meet Tequila alone.  He also expected them to believe his meeting was only about getting into the big money game, but they saw through his excuses and false claims.  Easy didn’t care who his brother was interested in romantically, but he didn’t want Big going anywhere alone.  The gambler had finally relented, as long as Easy agreed to stay out of sight.

      When the hover-taxi stopped in front of the restaurant, Easy got out and took in the immediate surroundings.  There was a towering municipal building across the street and several high-rise offices.  Not far from the Indigo Rose was a busy bar called the Midnight Oil.  The patrons going in seemed to be professionals just off from work.  The street wasn’t nearly as busy as many of the others in Mede City’s sprawling downtown area.  Easy decided it was clear and went into the restaurant.

      “Hello, welcome to the Indigo Rose,” a hostess bot said.  The android looked like a woman.  Time and effort had gone into her appearance, which was almost flawless, even though the robot’s movements were clearly artificial.  “Do you have a reservation?”

      “I was hoping to sit at the bar,” Easy said, looking around for his brother.

      “Of course, right this way, sir,” the android said.

      He followed the hostess bot through the restaurant and spotted Big Candy at a table by himself.  Tequila Velarro hadn’t arrived yet.  Easy wondered how Big would take being stood up.  The woman hadn’t seemed reluctant to meet with him, but she had an impressive poker face.  Perhaps her agreement was all just an act and she really wanted nothing to do with Big Candy.

      Easy saw an open barstool at the end of the long, glossy bar.  There were only two seats at the end, he took one and had a good view across the restaurant to where his brother sat.  The bartender was another android.

      “Light beer,” Easy ordered.  “Whatever you have on tap.”

      “Very good, sir,” the bar bot replied.

      As Easy watched as a serving droid delivered Big Candy a bottle of wine.  It offered Big the cork to smell once the bottle was opened.  Big waved the cork under his nose, then nodded to the server, who poured him a tiny amount into a wine glass.  Big held the glass up, looking at the wine as he swirled it around, then he sniffed the drink.  Easy had no idea what his brother was up to, but wine wasn’t something the former Commando had much experience with.  Naval ships had drink limits, and the GU contracted for the cheapest beverages they could.  All the drinks served on warships were an acquired taste.  Easy had never adapted to the wine that was served and stuck with the beer rations, which were only really good as an alternative to water, energy drinks, and coffee, which most RAKE Commandos lived on while deployed on long tours through the contested zone.

      Big Candy sipped the wine, then held the glass out to the serving bot, who poured in a more generous amount.  Big slid another glass in front of the server, who filled it as well, before placing the bottle on the table and gliding away.  Big looked around, his hands flat on the table top, smoothing the linen.  It was, from Easy’s point of view, a nervous trait.  Big Candy was letting his emotions show, if a person knew to look for them.

      The bar bot set a tall glass of beer in front of Easy.  He drank light beer because it was the closest thing to the ale served on duty ships in the Navy, which were watered down versions of real beer.  Easy took a sip.  It was mostly foam.  Easy wouldn’t have said the drink tasted good, but it was familiar and that was what he wanted–that and to blend in to the other customers at the bar.  Most were waiting on dates or friends.  The men wore business suits.  Most of the women were in evening attire.  Easy thought it was odd that men could get away with wearing the same outfit to work and dinner, while women were expected to change clothes, but every planet had its customs.

      A menu lit up on the glossy bar top.  Easy ordered a plate of fried mushrooms to nibble on.  The food would also absorb some of the beer and keep the alcohol from going to his head.  A serving bot delivered the mushrooms almost immediately.  They were very hot, and Easy let them cool in front of him as he observed Tequila arriving and walking through the restaurant.  Easy wasn’t the only man in the place to watch the tall, older woman walk past the other tables and approach Big, who was on his feet when she arrived.

      The old guy has taste, Easy thought.  Tequila was stunning in a long gown that sparkled when the light caught it.  It clung to her body, revealing curves, but in a tasteful fashion.  She had her hair up in an ornate bun on top of her head, and there were jewels at her neck and dangling from both wrists.  Big Candy waved a hand at the table and pulled out a chair for his date, who sat down and scanned the restaurant.  Her eyes caught Easy’s for a moment, then continued the scan.  The lady was sharp, Easy had to hand it to her.  And he began to look for her counterpart, which he was sure was there watching over her the way Easy was keeping tabs on Big Candy.

      Easy finished his mushrooms, and ordered a sandwich along with another beer.  His personal finances were dwindling, but he had confidence in his big brother who was chatting up his date.  Suddenly a huge man sat down at the bar, just a couple of stools away from Easy, completely blocking his line of sight to Big Candy.  Easy tried to hide his frustration, but couldn’t.

      “Something wrong, buddy?” the big man asked.

      Easy’s danger instincts went off like a klaxon in his mind.  The man wasn’t just big–he was huge, the seams of his jacket barely held together over the bulging muscles.  Easy knew the type, a testosterone junkie.  There were plenty of RAKE Operators who got hooked on the juice.  The synthetic growth hormone was designed for body builders, but sometimes made in small doses for when men got older.  Easy had never felt he needed it.  And some people just liked using it to get as big as they possibly could get.

      “Steak,” the big man said as he punched in his order on the bartop controls.  “Porthouse, baby, medium rare.  Gotta get my protein somehow, know what I mean?”

      “Sure,” Easy said.

      The fact that the muscle-bound freak was talking to him was bad news.  Whoever he was–Easy guessed he wasn’t a recruiter for the GU Intelligence Agency–he wanted all Easy’s attention.

      “I gotta go to the bathroom,” Easy said.  “I’ll be back.”

      The huge man didn’t respond.  The bar bot set a tall glass of beer in front of him, and the man was busy sucking it down.  Easy stepped off his stool and came around the corner of the long bar.  Big Candy was still entertaining his lady friend, completely oblivious to the huge freak bothering Easy.  That was good.  Easy still had to deal with the big guy–he just hoped things didn’t get ugly in the elegant restaurant.  But if they did, Easy was ready to do whatever it took to keep his brother safe.
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      “You look lovely,” Big Candy said.

      “Thank you,” Tequila said.

      Big pulled out a chair from the table for her, and she sat, smoothing her dress.  It was silky and reflected the dim lighting of the restaurant.  Tequila wasn’t young, nor had she gotten age reduction therapy, which surprised Big.  He thought she could certainly afford it, but perhaps she just didn’t want it.  He didn’t think she needed it.  In his eyes, she was more lovely than ever.

      Big sat down and picked up his wine glass.  “I hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty of ordering some wine.”

      Tequila looked at the bottle.  “You remembered,” she said.

      “How could I forget?” Big said with a smile.  “To us, Tequila.  Two of a kind.”

      She tapped her glass against his and took a sip.  Big reached into his jacket and pulled out a small, square box.  She looked at it, her eyes giving nothing away.

      “What is that?”

      “I’ve held onto it long enough,” Big said.  “I only kept it because I hoped one day we might have the opportunity to be together again.”

      He slid the box across the table.  She opened it.  Her expression didn’t change.  Big thought she had the perfect poker face.  But her eyes welled up with tears.  Inside was her father’s ring, gold with onyx and his initials in diamonds.  It was valuable, but to Tequila it was priceless.

      “You were the only player I could never beat,” she said.  “I’ll pay you for this, of course.”

      “The only payment I want is a seat at the big game,” Big said.

      “And I thought you were trying to win me back.”

      “There’s nothing I would like more,” Big said.  “But I’m in the middle of something with my brothers.  We’re chasing our father’s dream.  It seemed only right that I return this memento of your father and hopefully get a seat at the table.”

      “There is none to be had,” Tequila said.  “The players are already set.”

      “Can’t you make an exception?”

      “I only have one seat, Big.  And I’m taking it.  It could be my last chance.”

      “What are you talking about?  You own half this city.”

      She shook her head.  “I did what I could for a long time to hold onto what my father built.  But eventually I had to lose.  Nothing lasts forever, isn’t that what you always say?”

      “I…” Big was at a loss for words.

      “Competitors drove the business under.  I should have sold it when I had the chance,” Tequila said.  “But you know me, I don’t like to quit.”

      “You never did,” Big said.  “It’s one of the things I admire about you.”

      She laughed.  “You admire my worst qualities.”

      “I admire all your qualities.”

      “I’m down to my last proverbial dime, Big.  All I’ve got left is the house after you cleaned me out last night.”

      “That doesn’t seem possible.”

      “It is,” she said gracefully.  “I’ve made enemies that have come after me from all sides.”

      “That’s…”

      “Just the way things go,” she said.  “I’ve accepted it.  You should too.”

      “If things are as bad as you’re saying, how can you play in the big game?”

      She gave him a sad smile.  It was the first time she let any emotion show on her face.  “I’ve sold everything.  The equipment, properties–all I had essentially to pay the lawyers and trumped up taxes and fees that I’ve been hit with.  Once the first domino fell and the sharks sensed the blood in the water, they all came after me.  If I had sold a few years ago I could have avoided the fall, but I was stubborn.  I thought I could beat them all, but I’m no business woman.”

      “So it’s all gone?” Big asked.  He felt terrible for her.  Tequila Valerro couldn’t be poor; she was too beautiful and elegant to have lost her fortune.  It didn’t seem possible.

      “Does that make you think less of me?” she asked.  “You can have my father’s ring back.”  She slid the jewelry box across the table.  “It’s the only thing I can give you, Big.”

      “No, it’s yours.  I was just holding onto it for you,” he said.  “Tequila, I don’t care about the money.  I’m just concerned is all.”

      “Don’t be.  I put the house up to cover my fee in the game.  I’ll get back one way or another.”

      Big felt as if someone had poured a bucket of cold water over his head.  In all the years of his adult life, many spent traveling from system to system to play poker with the best in the galaxy, he had never met anyone who captivated him like Tequila did.  They had been on-again, off-again lovers.  He would have given her anything if she would have agreed to marry him, but she refused to leave Darius Three.  Her family’s business was sacred to her, since it was her father’s legacy and she stayed to ensure it lasted.  Only it hadn’t.  Tequila said it herself, she wasn’t a business woman, but Big had thought the family fortune would keep it afloat.  But the truth was he didn’t really know the actual details of her finances.  That was her business, and his was playing poker.  And he was the type of person who lived big when he was winning and enjoyed the finer things of life.  Most of all, he craved the excitement, even though it had almost gotten him killed.

      “But if you lose?” Big said.

      “I won’t,” she said, firmly enough that he understood she didn’t want to talk about it.

      And he realized that she didn’t want him in the game.  He was good enough to beat her, and maybe she saw him as bad luck.  It was better if he walked away and let her have the big pot, if she could win it.  But if she lost…he hated to think of it.

      “Change of subject,” he said, as the serving bot returned with food.  “I ordered a tasting menu, I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not,” she replied graciously.

      Two little plates with tiny portions were set before them, but the food was ignored.  Big Candy liked to eat.  He didn’t get his nickname by practicing moderation, but Tequila had his total attention.  Compared to her, the gourmet meal wasn’t even a temptation.

      “Tiffany,” Big said.  “She needs a helping hand.”

      “And you want it to be me?” Tequila said.

      “I just thought maybe you could take her in,” Big said.  “I didn’t know things had changed.”

      “Then you’re more of a fool than I am,” Tequila said.  “Things always change, Big.  No matter how hard we try to keep them from changing, no matter how much we cling to the past.”

      “My feelings haven’t changed,” he argued.

      “Of course they have,” she said.  “Let’s be honest. You didn’t come here for me.”

      “I…You’re right,” Big said, shocking himself a little by admitting the truth.  “I didn’t come here for you, but I’m here now.  And I care about you.  I want to help.”

      “You want to help?” she asked, “It sounds like you want my help, with this child.”

      “Tiffany has had a hard life,” Big said.  “And she helped me with some troubles I had recently.”

      “On Varsog?” Tequila said.  “I’ve heard some rumors.”

      “It’s true,” Big said.  “My brothers and Tiffany came to my rescue.  And I’m here now because of them, but I want to help.”

      “Well, that is sweet,” she said.  “Truly, but I don’t need your help.  I need you to leave, Big.  Get off world, out of the system, leave me to solve my own problems.  I can’t do that if you’re here.  You know I’ve never been able to resist you.  Don’t make me have to do that now.”

      “Let me play,” Big said.  “I’ll take your seat at the table.  You can have the money I won last night.  You can have everything I win at the Boat game.  All I need is enough to get the hydro tanks refilled on my ship.  You can have everything else.”

      “No,” she said.  “I won’t be beholden to you, or anyone else.  Besides, I don’t need you to win the money for me.  I can do it.”

      “Why are you so stubborn?”

      She actually laughed at that.  Big saw a look of pure joy on her face, as if his question was the best compliment he could give her.

      “Ours is not to reason why,” she said with a gleam of happiness in her eyes.

      Big Candy felt a wave of emotion, both sorrow and joy.  He had such strong feelings when it came to Tequila Valerro, but he was a man to whom self-denial didn’t come easily.  Perhaps they could have had a life together if he had been willing to stay on Darius Three.  But he could see that his opportunity had passed him by.

      “Shall we?” he asked, picking up the tiny appetizer and popping it into his mouth.

      “Yes,” Tequila replied.  “It would be my pleasure.”

      Neither of them saw the plain-looking man in the corner get to his feet.
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      Ledd felt his PCL vibrate in his jacket pocket.  He was dressed in an off-the-rack suit.  His shoes were scuffed, his hair limp.  He looked like a middle-aged man on the verge of giving up.  The big gambler with the gimpy knee was his target.  Lucas was at the bar, staying close to the former Commando.  Ledd didn’t like the big man’s technique.  He was too careless, too easily pushed into action when he felt his reputation was on the line.

      Pushing his glass of sparkling water with lime away from him on the table, he retrieved his PCL and looked at the message.  It was from Thorton Cross.  Ledd Nelson had a contract with the Rosenshields that trumped everything else.  When Cross said jump, Ledd did so.  The message was clear and to the point.  Engage with extreme prejudice.  Ledd eased his body back from the table.  He had a laser pistol in a hidden pocket inside the plain-looking garment, but he didn’t want to make a scene.  Instead, he pulled a little vial of poison from his jacket and set it on the table.  Then he sent the message to his associates.  Lisa and Jorge were still in the hotel, keeping tabs on the ship.

      When Ledd looked up from typing and sending his message, the former Commando was halfway to the bathroom.  Lucas turned in his seat, still chewing a mouthful of food and nodded at his boss.  It was too obvious, but the gambler didn’t notice.  Ledd would talk to Lucas about being more discrete, but his target going to the men’s room was a fortunate turn of events.  Fewer eyes to see what was about to go down between the two fighters.

      Ledd got to his feet, straightened his jacket, and picked up the vial.  The top opened with a flick of his thumb.  He walked toward the gambler’s table.  The big man only had eyes for the woman across from him.  Ledd would never let himself be so emotionally entangled that he didn’t stay aware of his surroundings.  And it was his pride that nearly got him killed.

      Sitting at the table behind the gambler was a thin, nervous-looking woman.  She had a menu and a glass of wine, but she kept looking at the door.  Ledd had seen her as he observed his mark.  The woman was waiting for someone, and by the looks of things, being stood up.  Ledd couldn’t blame them.  The woman wasn’t attractive.  She had an angular face and a nervous expression that reminded Ledd of a dog that had been abused.  He had written her off almost immediately.

      As he approached Big Candy’s table, he noticed the absence of food.  The little plates in front of the couple were empty, but their wine glasses were half full of dark red liquid.  Ledd pretended to trip and caught himself on the edge of Big’s table.

      “Oooof,” he said, flicking the poison onto the table and into Big’s wine glass.

      “Hey, careful there,” Big said.

      Ledd’s impact with the table had sloshed some of the wine onto the table cloth, so the droplets from the poison didn’t stand out.

      “Sorry,” Ledd said.  “I’m sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay,” Big said.

      He acted embarrassed and started to move away from the table.  One quick glance back to make sure his mark hadn’t realized what he had done, and then he would leave the restaurant and observe from a distance.  The poison would cause the big man to choke.  No one would think much of a fat guy choking to death in a restaurant.  Not that Big was all fat.  Ledd’s trained eye could see the thick bones and muscles.  He guessed the gambler was stronger and better in a fight than he first appeared.  But Ledd wasn’t going to attack the man directly.  The poison would do the job, and no one would think twice when Ledd filmed the ambulance arriving and carrying the dead gambler out of the restaurant.  He would be just another spectator to the horrible tragedy, but his boss would appreciate his thoroughness.

      Only when Ledd glanced back, he missed the nervous woman who swung her bony elbow straight into his thigh.  He grunted in pain, his quad cramping from the blow as he staggered back.

      “Don’t touch anything,” she shouted.

      “What the hell?” Ledd snarled.

      But the woman wasn’t talking to him.  Out of the corner of his eye he saw the woman across from the gambler raise her hands off the table.  The big man did the same, eyeing the spatter, then looked up at Ledd with anger.

      It was too late to play things cool.  He reached into his jacket and pulled out his gun, but the nervous woman had sprung to her feet.  As he extended the gun toward her she lashed out with one foot.  She was wearing a little cocktail dress and dark hose.  On her feet were pointy-toed boots with thick heels.  Her kick knocked the gun from his hand and left it stinging.  He stepped toward her, his other hand balled into a fist, ready to strike.  The nervous woman was too fast.  She spun around and attacked with her other foot, a hard side kick that hit him square in the chest.  The blow knocked the air from his lungs and drove him backward, where he crashed into another table and fell.

      “We go!” the nervous woman said.  “Now!”

      Ledd was clutching his chest, trying to catch his breath.  He wanted to rush the nervous woman, but he needed a moment to get his bearings and regain his strength.  The woman didn’t wait–she had the gambler’s companion up and was pulling her toward the door.  Big Candy followed, looking around wildly.  Ledd knew what he was hoping to see, but Lucas was taking care of the commando in the bathroom, or so he thought.

      People were screaming.  Ledd crawled over, retrieved his laser pistol, and turned toward the door.  Only the gambler was visible in the throng of people rushing to get out of the restaurant.  A man spotted Ledd and started toward him.  The man looked angry.  Ledd raised his pistol and shot the man in the chest.  More screams.  The dead man toppled backward, his life snuffed out because he thought he could be a hero.  Ledd rose to his feet and saw his target being led away down the sidewalk.  The security man followed, cursing his mistake, and silently vowing to get his revenge.
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      Easy didn’t go to the bathroom.  A nook in the hallway was filled with shelves containing napkins, silverware, and glasses, along with charging cables for the serving droids.  He stepped into the nook and waited for a moment.  He hadn’t seen the big man following him, but Easy wasn’t taking any chances.  A moment later he spotted the big man headed his way.  The thug was looking across the restaurant.  Easy felt a stab of fear.  Big was unprotected, but his older brother would have to deal with whatever threat came his way on his own.

      It never entered Easy’s mind to draw his weapon.  The restaurant was crowded with people.  An errant shot could hurt someone, and he wouldn’t take the risk.  Instead, he drew back into the shadowy nook and waited for the big man to pass, which he did.  Then Easy sprang into action.  He came out of the nook fast and followed the big man toward the bathrooms.  Just as the thug reached for the door, Easy kicked the back of the man’s knee.  It wasn’t a hard blow, and certainly not strong enough to injure him.  But it didn’t take much force at the back of the knee to make the leg bend involuntarily.  The big man stumbled, and Easy followed up with a hard shove.

      From the dining room came a commotion.  Easy didn’t make out words, but soon there were screams.  The big man went to the floor on his hands and knees.  His legs slightly apart, just wide enough for Easy’s combat boot.  The kick was hard and landed perfectly, crushing the big man’s groin and lifting him off the floor.  The man groaned horribly.  The sound of his whine made Easy’s skin crawl, but the man was defeated.  He crumpled to the floor.  Easy glanced over his shoulder, saw people rushing toward the exit.  In that moment he knew he was too late to help Big.  His brother was probably dead, and it was Easy’s fault.  But his grief and self-recrimination would have to wait.  There was nothing Easy could do for Big, but he might have a chance to help Kitt and Hutch.  He jumped forward, using his hands on either side wall of the narrow corridor to help vault him over the fallen man who was writhing in pain outside the restaurant bathroom.  At the end of the hall was an access to the kitchen.  Easy hurried through, ignoring the droids and human chefs.  He spotted a door marked exit and rushed to it.

      The door swung open onto an alley.  Easy sprinted out and ran toward the front of the building.  He came out onto the side right in front of a woman leading Big’s date away from the restaurant.  She had a fierce look in her eyes and let go of Tequila’s hand to rush toward him.

      “Wait!” Tequila shouted.  “He’s with Big.”

      “He’s late,” the little woman said.

      She was thin, but Easy could see muscles in her arms and shoulders.  There wasn’t an ounce of fat on her.  The skin on her face was tight across angular features, and her eyes were hard.

      “What is going on?” Big asked.

      There were people spilling onto the sidewalk and street.

      “No time to talk,” the little woman said.  “We go!”

      “Go!” Easy encouraged.

      The woman pulled Tequila past Easy, and Big Candy followed them.  Easy fell in behind them and looked over his shoulder.  A plain-looking man with limp hair and a red face was looking all around.  He spotted Big Candy and started pushing his way through the crowd.

      “Stay with her,” Easy said to his brother.  “I’ll meet you at the ship.”

      “What?” Big said, turning around.

      Easy saw his brother’s eyes go wide.  He turned, drawing his weapon, just as Ledd drew on Big Candy with his own laser pistol.

      Easy lashed out with one leg, kicking Big’s bad leg right above the ankle.  Big Candy didn’t stagger, he just dropped.  At almost the same moment a laser blast flashed over his head.  Easy turned back.  There were too many people to return fire.  The shooter was hidden in the crowd from the restaurant.

      “Stay down!” Easy snarled.

      People were screaming and running.  Easy stood in front of Big, who was sprawled on the sidewalk.  When people saw Easy’s pistol they ran away from him.  Easy tried to spot the shooter again, but the man was gone.

      “We need to go,” Easy said, reaching out for his brother’s hand.

      “Why did you trip me?” Big asked angrily.  “I’ve torn a hole in my trousers.”

      “Better than a hole in your head,” Easy said.  “Let’s get out of here!”

      He tugged his brother up and helped him limp down the street.  There were no taxis.  They would have to walk until they found a transport.  Easy was aware just how vulnerable they were, but there was nothing he could do.  He looked over his shoulder, scanning the street for danger.  Easy saw the big man he had attacked in the restaurant come stumbling out, still holding his groin.  Then a hovercar zoomed up beside them and stopped.  The wide rear door flew open, and Tequila leaned out.

      “Get in, you big lug,” she said.  “The police will be here soon.”

      Easy shoved his brother toward the transport.  “Can you get us back to our ship?”

      “Sure,” Tequila said.  “Then you get off this planet and don’t look back.  I don’t need this kind of heat.”

      “I’m sorry,” Big said, slumping into the seat beside Tequila and rubbing his bad knee.  “I truly am.”

      “Go!” Easy shouted, slamming the door closed.

      The thin woman with hard eyes was driving.  She glanced over her shoulder.  “Better hold on,” she warned, just before the transport took off.
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      The Saturday Night Fever’s intercom buzzed.  Kitt brought up the rear camera feed and saw a dock worker with a clipboard.

      “We’ve got company,” he said.

      Hutch and Tiffany were playing a game on the entertainment system.

      “Is it the food delivery we ordered?” Hutch asked.

      “No,” Kitt said.  “Looks like someone from the docking authority.  They probably want payment.”

      “Big Candy is supposed to be taking care of that,” Hutch said.

      “And yet, he’s not here,” Kitt said.  “Don’t worry, I’ll check it out.  You two just keep playing games.”

      “Thanks,” Hutch said, then turning to Tiffany.  “How did you get so good at this?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, totally engrossed in the game.  “But it’s fun!”

      Kitt walked down the steps and through the corridor that lined the maintenance section of the ship.  He went through the small cargo area that was crowded with mining equipment and hit the release on the rear hatch.  The ramp opened slowly, lowering down until it formed a walkway up into the ship.  Outside was a woman with dark hair and a cap with the letters PA embroidered on the front.  She wore khaki-colored pants and a matching shirt, although it seemed too big on her.

      “Are you McCoy?” she asked, her eyes focused on the clipboard she was holding.

      “Yes, Kitt McCoy,” he replied.  “Is something wrong?”

      “Nothing wrong, just doing a survey.  It’s standard procedure.  May I come on board?”

      “Is that necessary?”

      “I can get a court order if necessary, but that usually takes a couple of weeks, and you’ll be grounded until it comes through,” she said, sounding bored, as if she had said the same speech hundreds of times before.

      “No need for that,” Kitt said.  “Come on board.”

      She walked up the ramp and looked around.  “Any live cargo, flora, or fauna?”

      “No,” Kitt said.

      She made a check on her clipboard.  Kitt thought it was odd that she was doing paperwork on actual paper.  Most worlds were completely digital when it came to records, but he was no expert.  He was a pilot, and usually the crew captain handled the port authority.

      “You’re registered under McCoy Manufacturing out of the Skara Brea system?”

      “That’s right.”

      She checked another box on her clipboard and finally looked up at him.  Kitt was a little surprised.  The woman was attractive, with almond-shaped eyes and dark skin, but the most surprising thing was how young she looked.  He guessed she couldn’t be more than twenty-one or twenty-two years old.

      “You want to give the dime tour?” she said.  “I need to confirm this is the ship registered with the TA, get a list of all the crew, and then I’m out of your hair.”

      “Okay,” Kitt said.  “Well, this is the cargo section.”

      “No kidding,” the woman said sarcastically.

      “Sorry,” Kitt said.  “This way to the maintenance section.”

      He took her into the corridor and showed her the engine compartments, hydro tanks, and life support systems.  Then they went upstairs.

      “This is the common room,” Kitt explained.

      “Is that a pool table?” the woman asked.

      “As a matter of fact it is,” Kitt said.

      “I’ve never seen a pool table on a spaceship before,” she said, shaking her head and making another mark on her clipboard.

      “That’s my brother, Hutch McCoy,” Kitt said, pointing to where Tiffany and Hutch were still playing a video game at the entertainment section.

      “Nice to meet,” he called out without looking away from his game.

      “And Tiffany,” Kitt said, suddenly at a loss for words since he didn’t know her last name.

      “Smith,” she called out.  “Tiffany Smith.”

      Kitt turned to the woman from the PA, “She’s a friend of the family.  It’s her first time off world.”

      The woman seemed unconcerned.  Kitt led her up to the flight deck and showed her the cockpit, then the computer systems.

      “What’s your destination?” she asked.

      “Oh, we go all over,” Kitt said.  “I’d have to check with my brothers to see where we are headed next.”

      “Brothers?  You have more than one?”

      “Yes, two more brothers.  Edgar and Derick McCoy.  It’s just the five of us on board.”

      “Uh-huh,” the woman replied.  “Berths?”

      “Yes, of course.  The ship has six private compartments,” he showed her to the empty cabin.  The bed was made, the storage compartment empty.  The woman looked around for a moment, put her head into the small bathroom, then came back out.

      “Is this the entire ship then?”

      “It is,” Kitt said.  “Endurance class, they don’t make them like this anymore.”

      “Fascinating.  When do you plan to leave the port, Mr. McCoy?”

      “Oh, well, a couple of days, I think.”

      “Very good.  Everything looks ship shape.  I’ll pass on my report to the Port Supervisor.  You should be getting a visit from an independent specialist in the next hour or so.  It’s part of our commitment to keep Mede City from spreading contagions across Darius Three.  If you would let him inside to do a quick scan, we can process your paperwork and make sure that you have a timely departure.”

      “Of course,” Kitt said.  “I’ve never heard of that type of inspection before.”

      “You’re a registered commercial pilot, is that right?” she asked, looking him in the eye.

      For some reason Kitt felt uncomfortable.  “Yes.”

      “Then you should know that any interstellar vessels that enter GU planetary atmosphere, of which this ship qualifies as one, must submit to inspections upon request.”

      “Oh,” Kitt said, not wanting to sound like a complete idiot.  “I hadn’t heard that.”

      “We’re just doing our job here,” she said, heading back toward the stairs.  “Try not to make it any harder than it has to be.”

      “Yeah, of course.  We wouldn’t do that,” Kitt said.

      “Let the inspector on board, and you’ll be cleared for dust off with plenty of time to spare.”

      “You’ve got it,” Kitt said.

      “Thank you,” she said, as she stomped off the ship’s ramp.

      Kitt looked out the back of the ship, not knowing an assassin was watching the security feed with a clear view of the back of the Saturday Night Fever.  He hit the button to close the rear hatch and went back inside.

      As soon as Lisa Ho was out of sight of the ship, she dumped her clipboard into the trash.  “You get all that, Jorge?” she asked.

      Her voice was picked up by a tiny com-link that was hidden deep in her ear and covered with her dark hair.

      “Yep,” Jorge said.  “Should be a piece of cake.”

      “Good,” she replied, heading for her hotel.  “You take care of the trash, and I’ll pack up our room.  We can be off the rock and out of the system before anyone knows the McCoys are dead.”
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      Hutch’s PCL buzzed in his pocket.  The game he was playing had just ended, and Tiffany was busy gloating.

      “How you like that, old man?” she crowed.

      “Who are you calling old?” Hutch asked in surprise.

      “It wasn’t even close,” she continued, speaking in a husky voice.  “You're soft, slow, ugly, and dead.”

      “That’s not very nice,” Hutch said.  “For a young woman, you’ve got a nasty side.”

      “Go again?” she asked.

      “You know it,” he growled.

      It was all in good fun.  They were playing a racing game, guiding outlandish hovercraft around an obstacle course, and sabotaging one another at every turn.  Hutch had almost forgotten about the incoming message on his PCL, but it buzzed again in his pocket.  He pulled it out and glanced at the screen.

      “When do I get one of those?” Tiffany asked.

      “I don’t know,” Hutch said, his mind racing as he read the messages from Big Candy.

      Just attacked at the restaurant.  On our way to the ship now.  Get her ready to fly!

      The second message read: And don’t let anyone on the ship.

      Hutch dropped the controller he was using for the game and jumped to his feet.  He was much older than Tiffany, but despite what she said about him in the game, he wasn’t slow.

      “What?” she called out.

      Hutch didn’t bother to answer her.  Instead, he called for his brother.  “Kitt!”

      “What is it?” Kitt shouted back from the lowest deck.  “We have a com-link, you know.”

      “Don’t let anyone on the ship!” Hutch shouted as he rushed down the stairs.

      “There’s an inspector coming,” Kitt shouted back.

      “No!”

      Hutch rushed through the corridor between the maintenance access rooms, past the little nook where their spacesuits were kept, and into the cargo area.  He could see out of the ship’s open access hatch.  There was a man in coveralls approaching, but he was still fifty meters out.

      “What’s gotten into you?” Kitt asked.

      Hutch didn’t answer until he had hit the button to close the ship’s rear hatch.  He was breathing hard, partly from running but mostly from fear.  He watched as the ramp closed and sealed them inside the Saturday Night Fever.

      “Hutch?”

      He held out his PCL for his brother to read it.

      “Oh, sh—”

      “No time!” Hutch bellowed.  “Where did you go with that woman from the Port Authority?”

      “All over the ship,” Kitt said, as he and Hutch headed for the stairs.

      “Was she ever out of your sight?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “You don’t think so?  Are you nuts?”

      “What’s going on?” Tiffany called out as the two brothers hurried through the common room.

      “We’re in trouble,” Kitt said.

      “We should stay together,” Hutch said.

      “Gotta get the ship prepped,” Kitt said.  “Come on.”

      The trio jogged up the stairs to the upper deck.  Kitt went into the cockpit, and Tiffany looked at Hutch.

      “What can I do?” she asked.

      “Get to the communication console,” he told her.  “Bring up the ship’s external cameras.  And wait for Big or Easy to make contact.”

      “Okay,” she said.

      Hutch liked Tiffany.  She was friendly, but also ready to jump in.  He had noticed her habits in the short time she had been on board.  She not only cleaned up after herself, but she took care of things she owned.  The new dress that Big had purchased for her was one example, but her berth was another.  She made her bed, something Hutch rarely bothered to do.  When she got something from the galley she always asked, and she always cleaned up her mess.  He admired that about her.  After being a bachelor for his entire life, he knew there were things he could learn from her.  And once again, she was surprising him with her cool in the midst of a dangerous situation.  All she wanted was to help, and all he wanted was to get away.

      Tiffany followed Kitt onto the bridge, but Hutch went to the ship's systems rooms.  He woke the ship’s computer and brought all her systems online.

      “You want the reactor on?” Hutch asked his brother via the ship’s com-link.

      “Get it started,” Kitt replied.  “I’ve got everything started on auxiliary power for now.”

      “Roger that.”

      The ship’s outside com-link buzzed.  Hutch didn’t have to see the video feed to know the man in coveralls was trying to get inside.  Hutch activated the start-up sequence on the fusion reactor and glanced at the safety readings.  Everything was in the green, and he rushed across to the ship’s bridge.

      Tiffany had the video feeds up all around the ship.  The area was clear, except the back hatch.  The man in coveralls raised his fist and pounded on the hull.  The Saturday Night Fever was made of thick metal and very well-insulated.  The bridge was on the opposite end of the ship from the cargo hatch.  The trio prepping the ship didn’t even hear the man’s banging.

      “All systems in the green,” Hutch said.  “You’ll have fusion reaction in fourteen minutes.”

      “Any word from Big or Easy?” Kitt asked.

      “No,” Tiffany replied.

      “Not from me either,” Hutch replied.

      “Alright, I’ve got flight control on the line.  Let me know when they’re here.”

      “How do we get them on board with that man outside?” Tiffany asked.

      “That’s a good question,” Hutch said.

      While Kitt spoke to flight control, Hutch and Tiffany watched the man in coveralls jog away from the ship.

      “Where’s he going?” Tiffany asked.

      “Maybe he heard the engines activating,” Hutch said.

      The man disappeared around the nearest ship.  Hutch had a bad feeling.  He knew they were in trouble.  Whatever Big Candy had gotten them into, it wasn’t over even though Easy had taken down the security team that kidnapped him.

      “Hutch, there’s a hovercar coming this way,” Tiffany said.

      She was pointing to the video feed from a rear-facing camera high up on the ship that had a wide angle view of that section of the spaceport.  A black cruiser was headed straight for them.  Hutch had a sinking feeling in his gut.  He didn’t think that whoever was in the luxury hovercar had good intentions.

      “What if they ram the ship?” Tiffany asked.

      “Then we’re in real trouble,” Hutch said, knowing what he had to do.  “Stay here and hold onto something.  Kitt, we’ve got a hovercar inbound, moving fast.”

      “Copy,” Kitt said, sounding cool.

      Hutch got up from his station on the bridge and started for the door, wondering how everyone else could be so calm.  His heart was racing, and he could feel sweat popping out all over his body.  He had an urgent need to pee, and his legs felt like they were made of soft rubber.  He hurried down the steps and went straight to Easy’s berth.  He didn’t like intruding into his brother’s personal space, but he needed a weapon.  On the small table was a magnetic clamp.  Easy had a big pistol in the fixture.  Hutch didn’t know a lot about guns.  Most weapons were illegal on the worlds where Hutch worked as a computer engineer.  But he had a basic knowledge of how a firearm worked, even if he had never owned one or even fired one himself.

      He grabbed the pistol and rushed out of the berth.  Down the stairs he went into the maintenance space where the storage tanks were kept.  He looked all around, searching for anything that looked out of place.  In his mind he feared he would find another explosive device.  How could they have been so stupid?  They let the enemy right on board the ship and even gave her a tour.  Of course Hutch didn’t know anything about the PA inspector.  She seemed legit at the time, but his mind was filled with suspicion after the message Big Candy had sent him.

      “Hutch,” Tiffany’s voice sounded strange over the ship’s intercom.  “The car is slowing down.  I think it might be Big Candy, and Easy.”

      “Okay,” he said, trying not to sound as frightened as he felt.  “I’ll wait by the rear hatch.”

      He left the maintenance room, wishing he had time to check the engines.  In his mind he wondered if it was possible the woman could have planted something.  All he wanted was to escape, but what if running away was exactly what the people trying to kill them wanted?  A tiny explosive could kill them all in hard vacuum.  Hutch brushed the sweat off his forehead as he reached the rear hatch, hoping that somehow, some way, they might make it off Darius Three alive.
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      “They made you,” Lisa Ho said.

      She had already gotten word from Ledd about the botched hit at the restaurant.  It was just one more reason why she needed to find a different crew.  She didn’t mind breaking the law, but she preferred doing it from behind a computer and preferably from orbit.  Ledd Nelson was experienced, but he was also lazy.  She noticed the cut corners.  And they certainly weren’t making the kind of money she wanted to be earning.  But some experience on his crew would be useful in getting her onto a better team eventually, or so she hoped.  It wouldn’t do her any good if they all got pinched on a job gone wrong, and that meant doing whatever it took to deal with the situation they were in.

      “Thanks for pointing out the obvious,” Jorge said.  “I’m switching to plan B.”

      Lisa sighed.  She was back in their hotel suite.  Most of her computer gear was packed up, but she still had the landing port’s security feed up on the monitors.  She pulled a laser glass cutter from one of the utility bags.  It was a simple suction cup with a rotating laser that was made for industrial glass installers.  She pushed it onto the big window that overlooked the ships below the hotel and activated the laser.  It cut through the glass easily.  Twenty seconds later she pulled the device away.  A round hole was left in the window.  Lisa hit the release button, letting the glass fall away from the suction cup, and stuffed the cutter back into the utility bag.

      From what appeared to be a common suitcase, she unlatched a hidden compartment to reveal several components for a laser rifle.  She picked up the thick block that housed the high-intensity laser generator.  To that she attached the pistol grip activator, then the folding rear stock.  Finally, she screwed the weapon's half meter long barrel into place.  Returning to the window, she looked down.  A black hovercar was gliding toward the retro vessel that was the object of her attention.  Lisa slid a large scope onto the laser rifle’s mount that was above the barrel.  She carefully placed the barrel of the weapon into the hole she had cut in the window, and looked through the scope.

      “I’m in place,” she said over the com-link.

      “You see the car?” Jorge said.

      “Roger.”

      “Take it out,” he ordered.  “Hit the power block.  Three round burst.”

      She didn’t need him mansplaining to her about how to do her job.  It was just like the skinny assassin to think she didn’t know what to do.  She might be the newest member of the crew, and the youngest, but she wasn’t stupid.

      “I know, I know,” Lisa said.

      Shooting wasn’t her favorite thing to do.  Some people loved it, but to Lisa it was just a necessary skill to have.  Moving targets were the hardest, but the hovercar was a big target and she had a clear angle of fire.  She brought the crosshairs of her scope onto the black car’s battery compartment, held her breath to steady her aim, and pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened.

      She cursed under her breath as she remembered to switch off the safety with a flick of her thumb.  After zeroing in on the hovercar again, she fired, just as it was slowing down near the ships.  She hadn’t meant for it to get so close, but there was nothing she could do about that.  The lasers flashed.  Three quick blasts that were unmistakable in the well-lit landing port.  The area was bathed in artificial light, but the lasers flashed brighter.

      “Bullseye,” Jorge said, as the hovercar suddenly dropped to the ground.

      The metal screeched as the car’s momentum drug it over the rough concrete of the landing area.  Lisa could hear it through the hole in the window.  She felt a surge of exhilaration from her shot.  Then she quickly tried to refocus on the vehicle.

      Her PCL buzzed in her pocket.  She pulled it out with one hand and glanced at the screen.  Ledd wanted an update but he would just have to hold his breath.  She was busy.

      “I’m moving in,” Jorge said.

      “I can take them from here,” Lisa argued.

      “Not your job,” he replied.  “Get our gear together and ready to roll.  The authorities will be here before you know it.”

      She shook her head; the big gambler was getting out of the hovercar and was in her sights.  All she had to do was pull the trigger, but instead she pulled the gun back inside the room and flung it onto the bed.  Her part of the job was over.  She was a glorified cleaning lady on Nelson’s crew.  It was time to find a new job.
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      Inside the car, no one knew they were under attack until the batteries were hit with laser blasts.  Then the hovercar dropped suddenly to the ground just ten meters from the back of the Saturday Night Fever.

      “We’ve got to move,” Easy said, reaching for the door.

      “Everyone to the ship,” Big Candy bellowed.

      “No,” Tequila said.  “We aren’t going anywhere on that thing.”

      “You stay here and you’ll be killed,” Easy said.  “That was sniper fire.”

      “He’s right,” the driver said, as she slid to the passenger side of the vehicle.

      “Come on,” Big said.  “Stay with me.”

      “Did you plan this?” she demanded to know.  “It is all some ruse to get me off world?”

      “No!” Big Candy shouted.

      He opened the door and stood up.  Fear made him tremble, and he leaned on his cane.  It felt like at that moment that he would die in a hail of laser fire.  His semi-charmed life snuffed out in a single instant, without even enough time to register what was happening to him.

      Then the rear hatch of the Fever started to lower, and he felt a surge of hope.

      “Come on,” he shouted.

      The driver was out next, smooth and agile.  She stayed low, pulled her mistress from the back of the hovercar, and they started toward the ship.  Easy was right behind them.  Big Candy moved that direction too, but slower.  The assassin came around a nearby ship at a full sprint.  He had a short sword in his hand.  For a split second Easy couldn’t believe his eyes.  The man was dressed in black coveralls and had a thin blade that was as long as his forearm.  It was light too, bending as he ran.  Easy saw the assassin zero in on Big Candy, and without any thought or consideration, Easy dashed toward his brother.

      The assassin was quick.  Easy had just enough time to jump toward him, throwing out his leg in a clumsy side kick as the assassin swung his sword.  The kick landed first and saved Big Candy’s life.  It knocked the man back a step.  Easy thought it was like kicking a tree.  The man was strong, his body thin but packed with muscle.  He seemed to absorb the blow and altered his slash.  Easy didn’t feel the wound.  The blade was so sharp it sliced through his faux leather coat and new clothes.  A feeling like fire flashed through Easy, but he was in the heat of battle, and his adrenaline overrode any sense of pain.

      He grabbed the assassin’s wrist and tugged, but the short, compact man didn’t move.  Instead he dropped the sword and hit Easy with his left fist.  The blow landed on or near the cut.  It was so powerful that Easy staggered back.  His fractured rib was on the other side of his body, but he groaned in pain, his face twisting into a grimace.

      Behind him, Big was limping up the ramp after Tequila and her driver.  Hutch was at the top of the ramp, holding a huge pistol.

      “Get out of the way!” he shouted at Big Candy.  “Move!”

      Big was doing the best he could.  Pain had erupted in his leg, and he was panting.  Fear made his ears ring, and he glanced back to see what had happened to Easy, just as the assassin charged the youngest McCoy.

      Easy was shocked and in pain, but his training kicked in.  The assassin fired off several fast punches, but Easy responded in kind, blocking, swaying, and finally shoving the smaller man backward.  The push sent the assassin back one step, and Easy staggered back two steps.  The small man was a force to reckoned with and in superb shape.  He charged at Easy again, but the former commando let him come.  The assassin threw a quick jab that Easy absorbed, then spun around, extending his arm with the elbow pointed up at Easy’s face.  But before the blow could land, Easy grabbed the smaller man and twisted his hips, lifting the assassin off the ground and flinging him over his body.

      The assassin landed hard on one shoulder, but rolled quickly to his feet.  Hutch saw everything, and the lone assassin was finally exposed.  He raised his pistol to shoot and pulled the trigger.  Nothing happened.  He looked at the gun, checking for the safety.  There were no markings on the weapon.  The safety was red, so he pushed the little button in and raised the weapon to fire again, only this time the trigger wouldn’t move.

      “Give!” the skinny woman who had come aboard ordered.

      Hutch looked at her.  There was a fierce determination in her eyes that warned him not to argue.  He held out the gun, and she snatched it from him.  She immediately checked the pistol grip.

      “No ammo,” she said, before rushing down the ramp toward Easy and the assassin.

      Across the port a taxi pulled to a stop.  Two men got out.  Hutch saw them and thought at first they were crew for one of the many other ships.  But then they started running toward the fight.

      “We’ve got company!” Hutch shouted.

      Easy wasn’t surprised that the assassin wasn’t harmed by the judo throw.  But it revealed the man’s weakness.  He was strong and fast on his feet, but if Easy could get close again and lift the smaller man, he would be helpless to stop him.  The assassin threw a nasty kick toward Easy’s knee, but he lifted his leg and defended the blow, which still felt like he was being hit with a hammer.  Easy countered with a palm strike toward the man’s face.  He tried to dodge but misjudged Easy’s reach.  The blow didn’t land with much force, but it hit the smaller man in his eye hard enough to make him blink.  Easy pivoted to follow up with a leg kick of his own, only his body was suddenly racked with pain so severe he tensed up.  Fighting wounded was nothing new to Easy; he had done it many times before.  But the fractured rib was no longer just hurting.  The bone had snapped, probably during the judo throw, and was digging into his organs.  Easy staggered back, and the assassin sensed the weakness.  He threw a powerful front kick at Easy’s stomach, which the former commando slapped aside.  Then the little man leaped forward, his body extended, one hand cocked back to deliver a devastating punch.  Every instinct told Easy to run away, to back up, to duck, to avoid the blow at all costs, but his training told him something different.  He moved forward.  The assassin’s punch came down, glancing off the side of Easy’s head and hitting his shoulder, just as the former commando caught the smaller man in mid air.  For an instant time seemed to stop.  Easy was holding the man, whose eyes opened wide in shock.  Then Easy swung the man down.  He put all his strength into the throw, and leverage was on his side.

      The assassin’s feet swung up, and his head went down.  Easy drove the man hard into the concrete of the landing pad.  It made a sickening thunk.  The assassin flopped over and didn’t move.

      “Easy!  Look out!” Hutch bellowed.

      Once more instinct took over.  Easy dropped to the ground, rolling to his side, and drew the pistol from his shoulder holster.  Pain sent shockwaves through him, but Easy ignored them.  The big man from the restaurant was sprinting toward him, followed by another man with a pistol.  Laser blasts flashed past Easy.  They were close enough that he heard the sizzle as the focused light burned tiny particles in the air.  His Cummings M&P was as familiar to him as almost any weapon.  He fired fast, two quick shots, before realizing that the adjustable laser weapon was set to stun.  The first shot hit the smaller man.  He crumpled and fell.  The second shot hit the big man in the leg.  He staggered but kept coming.  Easy flicked the power switch on the pistol to full and was about to shoot when the skinny woman from the hovercar raced out in front of him.  She ran at the big man in a full sprint.  Easy saw the surprise on the big man’s eyes.  He reached for her, but she jumped sideways and swung what looked like a short hammer.  The blow landed hard on the side of the big man’s head.  He staggered but still didn’t fall.  The woman wasn’t finished.  She threw a fast kick to his knee, which buckled sideways.  Easy heard the big man groan in pain as he fell to one knee, the other bent sideways.  His hands came up to cover his head, but the woman struck again with precision and speed, letting the object in her hand do the work.  It hit the big man in the mouth, and she circled back out of reach.

      Easy saw the look of anger mixed with fear in the big man’s eyes.  His arrogant swagger from the bar in the Indigo Rose was gone.  He spit blood and teeth as he tried to get up, but at that same moment the woman dove into him, one hand grabbing his hair and yanking his head back, while her weight and momentum drove him forward.  He fell onto his stomach, his hands catching himself.  The woman looked triumphant on his back as she raised her weapon to knock him senseless, but then the man surprised her.  He rolled.  She lost her balance and fell.  He managed to grab her arm, the one holding a weapon, and Easy recognized his pistol.  It was an old slug thrower, a high-caliber automatic he had been working on in his room.  The woman tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t let go.  She kicked at him, but he was so big he just absorbed the impact and pulled her toward him.

      Easy fired again, his pistol belching a high-powered laser blast that took the man in the side of his head.  The blast went straight through, leaving a smoking hole through the man’s skull and brain that Easy saw light through just before he dropped to the ground.

      As Easy staggered to his feet, his body wracked with pain, the woman from the hovercar pulled away from the big man and jogged toward the ship.

      “Thanks,” Easy said, his free hand going to his chest.  Just above his stomach, at the bottom of his sternum, there was a gash from the assassin’s sword.  His shirt and jacket were drenched in blood.  He could feel the hot liquid on his palm as he pressed his hand against the wound.

      The woman nodded and hurried into the ship, handing Hutch the pistol she had used to bludgeon the big man.

      “Let’s go,” Easy said, as he staggered on board.

      Hutch hit the switch to close the rear hatch.  “Kitt, we’re all good.  Get us out of here.”

      “Roger that,” came the reply over the ship’s intercom.

      Easy felt the ship begin to rise as he collapsed onto the deck of the cargo hold.

      “You have trauma supplies?” the woman asked Hutch.

      “Yeah, of course,” he said.

      “Get them,” she ordered.

      Easy looked up at her.  She wasn’t beautiful.  Her face was all hard angles, and her hair was pulled back into a tight bun.  But he saw her eyes soften, and her hands joined his, pressing against the wound.  Then the pain hit, and the counterpressure to stop the bleeding made his ribs flex.  The broken rib gouged him.

      “Is it deep?”

      The woman asked.

      Easy shook his head.  “Busted rib.”

      She eased back on the pressure, and Hutch returned with a big first aid kit in what looked like a suitcase.  He set it down on the deck beside them and threw open the lid.

      “Quikclot gauze, there,” the woman said, pointing.  “Open it.”

      Hutch did as instructed.  The woman ripped Easy’s shirt open and grabbed a towel to start wiping away the blood.  Hutch stuck the liquid absorbing gauze into Easy’s wound.  It hurt, like being touched with hot metal.  He clenched his teeth and breathed through the pain.

      “These bruises are old,” the woman said.

      “He was in another fight just a couple of days ago,” Hutch explained.

      The woman nodded.  She grabbed an antiseptic spray, removed the quikclot gauze, then sprayed the wound.  Easy thought he was being tortured, but he didn’t cry out.  For some reason he didn’t want the woman working on him to think he wasn’t tough.  It seemed stupid, and he actually felt self-conscious, but he didn’t complain.

      She picked up a tube of organic glue, unscrewed the lid, and squeezed the compound into the gash.

      “Those butterfly bandages,” she ordered Hutch, pointing into the first aid kit.

      “Got it,” he replied.

      She pinched the wound together, while Hutch put the little strips across the wound in several places.  Then she laid a large wound pad over the gash.

      “Need to sit up!” she ordered him.

      Easy clenched his teeth as Hutch grabbed his hand and pulled him upright.  Pain shot through his aching body.  It was so bad he felt light-headed, and his vision swam for a moment.  Bright sparks floated at the edges of his vision.  Hutch pulled his blood stained coat off him, and his ruined shirt fell to the deck.  The woman wrapped a fresh bandage around his body, pulling the stretchy material tight.  The pressure felt good on his wound, and his broken rib.  He tried to breathe shallowly, but it was hard.

      “That should do it,” the woman said.

      “What’s your name?” Easy asked.

      “Haruka,” she said.

      “Welcome aboard the Saturday Night Fever,” Hutch said.  “I better get up to the bridge.”

      Easy didn’t mind seeing his brother go.  Haruka helped him to his feet, and they followed slowly.

      “Sorry we got you into this mess,” Easy said.

      Haruka shook her head.  “We are leaving Darius Three?”

      “As fast as we can,” Easy replied.

      “Is good,” Haruka said.  “Mistress T shouldn’t stay here any more.”

      Easy didn’t know what that meant, but he didn’t really care either.  The truth was, in forty-eight years of living, he had never felt so suddenly and completely smitten with another person.  Haruka was a complete stranger, but to Easy she felt like a kindred spirit.  He had never believed in soulmates or love at first sight, but he had never felt such strong emotions for anyone before.  To him, in that moment, the danger felt far away, like the light from a distant star, and Haruka was the sun.  He wanted to stay in her light and never, ever leave.
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      Ledd rolled over, his head pounding.  One side of his face felt hot from scuffing the pavement where he had fallen.  Lisa was there, a frown on her face.

      “I could have taken them down,” she snarled.  “But that chauvinist Jorge ordered me not to.”

      “Where are they?” Ledd asked, Lisa hauled him to his feet.

      “Dead,” she said.  “At least I think so.  We have to get out of here.”

      Ledd looked toward where the ship had been.  The target was gone, and in its place were two bodies.  Ledd felt like he was going to be sick and turned away.

      “Did you check on them?”

      “No time,” Lisa snapped.  “The Port Authority is on alert.  The police are coming.  They’ll lock the whole place down.  We have to get out while we can.”

      She led him toward the hotel entrance.  Ledd grabbed a handkerchief from his jacket, his fingers brushing over his empty holster.  He held the fabric against his skinned up face so the local authorities wouldn’t recognize him when they reviewed the footage from the hotel.

      “My piece?” he whispered.

      “Didn’t see it,” Lisa replied, steering him toward a stairwell that was marked garage.

      They pushed through the door and she helped him down the concrete stairs until they reached the garage level.  There were dozens of hovercars parked under the hotel.  They hurried across the dark expanse until they reached a plain-looking utility van.

      “I can’t believe we lost Jorge,” Ledd said, sounding almost sentimental.

      “Just keep walking!” she told him.

      “Those bastards, they’re going to pay.”

      “Sure.”

      He leered at her.  “I covered my bases,” he snapped.  “There’s a ship in orbit waiting for them.  They’ll be destroyed as soon as they break atmo.  I just wish I could see it.”

      “Maybe the hit ship will capture it on video,” Lisa said, thinking it would be foolish to keep any kind of record of shooting down another ship.  How stupid could the old security man be?

      “Yeah, good thinking,” he said.  “I’ll watch that with a bottle of scotch and a fat cigar.”

      They reached their vehicle.  Lisa Ho opened the passenger door and helped Ledd get inside, happy to have the sweaty man’s arm off her shoulder.  She let him settle in, then closed the door.

      Ledd leaned back in the passenger seat, happy to be off his feet.  He hurt all over.  Getting stunned was hard on a person’s nervous system.  It was like every nerve ending had been shocked.  It hurt to move, his skin felt raw, and the impact sight was lightly burned.  He felt a seething hatred for the McCoys.  As Lisa hurried around to the driver’s side of the hover-van, he realized he had vastly underestimated his target.

      “We’re burned,” Lisa said.  “We’ll have to lay low for a while.”

      “Head south,” he ordered, closing his eyes.  “I know someon—”

      He never saw the laser pistol she raised to his head.  It was his pistol, the one she had claimed not to find.  The power on the weapon was nearly drained, but it had enough kick to burn through his temple and melt his brain.  He slumped over in his seat.  She would have to ditch his body, but she needed his PCL and his biometrics to unlock it.  A quick shove pushed him down out of sight, his body crumpled into the floorboard of the van.  Her gear was stowed in the back, along with her luggage and the weapons they had brought in for the job.  She didn’t have a banking computer, but she knew people who could help her get to Nelson’s money.  It might not be riches, but it would be enough to keep her afloat until she found a new gig.  All she needed to do was make it appear that the old man–he was only twenty years her senior, but he looked even older to Lisa–had succumbed to wounds from the fight.  She wasn’t worried about the authorities.  They were way behind and wouldn’t put too much effort into catching the killers of a couple of off world hit men.  But she didn’t want her reputation damaged.  She would still need to get work with another crew, and it wouldn’t help her if word got out that she killed her boss.

      There was no one at the exit from the garage.  The police didn’t have the spaceport locked down yet.  It was a big place.  She drove out of the underground parking area and into the bright lights of Mede City.  It was a big place, lots of people, and she had all the time she needed to get what she had coming and then some.

      As she was driving away from the hotel, Ledd’s PCL chimed with an incoming message.  She set the van on auto pilot and picked up the device.  The message was blocked, but she held it in front of the dead man’s face and it unlocked.  One glance told her all she needed to know about the ship that had escaped Darius Three.

      Target acquired.  Do you still want us to take it down?

      It was from the ship in orbit, the one Ledd had tasked to shoot the Saturday Night Fever down if the old men fled before his people could take them down.  She grinned.  One final loose end, and she would vanish completely.

      She typed Y-E-S on the computer link’s touchscreen, then turned her attention to other things.
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      Kitt had no trouble climbing for orbit, but flight control was ordering him back.  He switched off the volume on the comms channel, then focused on the radar.

      “I think we’ll be okay,” he said to Tiffany, who was the only person on the bridge with him.  “There’s no official ships in the area, just a few private vessels.”

      She had a headset on, with one ear covered by the big cup.  The microphone was flipped up in the mute position and wouldn’t pick up anything that was said on the ship.

      “They sound upset,” Tiffany replied.

      “Yeah, don’t listen to them,” Kitt replied.  “We aren’t going back.  Better switch on the artificial gravity, we’re approaching orbit.”

      “Okay,” she replied.

      Kitt could have done it from the pilot’s seat.  He had control of all the ship’s systems, but he knew letting her do it would give her a sense of pride.  She was eager to help, and he couldn’t blame her.  After being used and abused by the evil wretches on Trajan Station, she had found a way to escape, and all she really wanted was to help the men who had helped her.  Kitt thought she had done more than enough on Varsog helping Easy and Hutch rescue Big Candy.

      “Found it,” she said, a note of triumph in her voice.  “Artificial gravity is on.”

      “Engaged,” Kitt said.  “If you’re going to help on the bridge you might as well learn the lingo.”

      “Alright,” she said happily.  “Artificial gravity engaged, Captain.”

      Kitt was no captain.  He was a pilot.  Captains set schedules, hired crew, and inventoried cargo.  He was a stick jockey, and all he cared about was flying the ship.  Hutch was more of a captain than Kitt, but that was just fine by him.

      He was surprised at the happiness in Tiffany’s voice.  In some ways she had escaped one harrowing life only to be caught in another.  The bad guys weren’t chasing her, but they would happily murder her to get to Big Candy.  And yet she didn’t seem worried at all.  Even more surprising was how good it felt to hear the happiness in her voice.  Kitt had never given children much thought, he had spent decades focused on his career.  That realization made him feel a little guilty.  He didn’t think he was a narcissist, but he couldn’t rule it out either.  He was a rational person, and the evidence was pointing to the fact that he had lived a very self-centered life.

      The joy he felt in doing some little thing that made Tiffany happy, like asking her to activate the artificial gravity on the ship, caught him off guard.  There was something cathartic about sharing his knowledge and empowering a young person.  It made him wonder if perhaps he had missed out by not making his relationships work and having a family.

      “What in the hell,” came Big Candy’s booming voice, “is going on?”

      “Just another day at the park,” Kitt said.

      “You can sit here,” Big said, waving at Hutch’s console.

      Kitt looked over his shoulder and saw an elegant-looking woman in an evening gown.  She looked distressed, but he didn’t have time to find out what was going on.  They had just crossed the barrier from Darius Three’s atmosphere and were in orbit.

      “Switch from atmo to hard vacuum thrusters,” Kitt said.  “I’ve got jump coordinates coming up.”

      “Good, get us out of here,” Big Candy said.

      “I can’t just leave,” the woman said.  “I have a life.  This is my home.”

      “We’ll bring you back,” Big said.

      “No, no take me down right now,” she insisted.

      “The authorities are after us I’m afraid,” Kitt said.  “It’s better if we leave the system.”

      “And go where?” the woman demanded.  “Tell me where you plan to go where there won’t be more officials wanting to question you?”

      Kitt didn’t reply.  She seemed upset, and he thought it best to let Big Candy deal with the situation.

      “Easy’s hurt,” Hutch proclaimed as he stomped onto the bridge.  “He’ll live, but he took a nasty cut.  Who the hell was that guy?”

      Kitt had no idea.  He hadn’t seen the fight or the people trying to hurt them.  And while he had about a million questions, there was another ship moving toward the Saturday Night Fever at speed.

      “That’s strange,” Kitt said, not realizing he was vocalizing his concern.

      “What is?” Hutch asked.

      “Check the radar,” Kitt replied.

      “Big Candy, get up and let me sit there,” Hutch ordered.

      “I’m injured, you brutish lout,” the gambler replied.

      “Here,” Tiffany said.  “Take my spot.”

      “At least someone around here has half a brain,” Hutch said.

      He dropped into her seat and brought up the radar.  Tiffany watched from behind him.

      “What are you seeing Kitt?”

      “Looks like that ship, HDL 221, is heading right for us.”

      “Is that bad?” Big Candy said.

      “It ain’t good,” Hutch replied.

      “They’re on an intercept course and moving at speed,” Kitt said.  “They’ll block our way to the jump point.  Hutch!”

      “On it,” he replied.  “Shields are at full power.  Switching from auxiliary to fusion reactor in three, two, one…”

      The lights on the bridge flickered then dimmed.  Through the forward screen Kitt could see empty space, ten thousand stars, and the running lights of the ship moving toward them.

      “Are we in trouble?  Why did the lights go dim?” Big Candy asked.

      “Hard vacuum setting,” Kitt explained.  “Standard procedure in space.  Bringing us around to heading 214.”

      “Are you certain we can’t go back?” the woman asked.

      The only thing Kitt was certain about was the danger they were in.  The Fever was in orbit, but the planet’s gravity still had a pretty firm grip on the ship, meaning they couldn’t maneuver as freely as he would have liked.  He activated the quad engines at full burn and turned the ship for open space.

      “We’re climbing out of the planet’s gravity well,” he explained.  “I think it’s best if you all strap in.”

      “Tiff, go down and help with Easy,” Hutch told her.  “Make sure he’s strapped in somewhere, then get yourself strapped in too.”

      “Okay,” she said, heading for the door of the Bridge.  “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Thank you,” Hutch called out.

      “Big, who the hell is so obsessed with killing you?” Kitt said.

      “I don’t know,” he replied.

      “This is a disaster,” the woman said.

      “Not if I can help it,” Kitt said.  “We may not have guns to shoot back with, but we aren’t helpless.”

      He twisted the twin joysticks and put the Fever into a steep, spiral dive.  The other ship was tracking them.  And Kitt knew what was coming next.  A set of bright blue laser blasts shot through space, just in front of them.

      “Oh no!” the woman behind him exclaimed.

      “Hold on,” Kitt said.

      “What are you doing?” Hutch cried out as the ship spun around and shot toward the vessel that was shooting at them.

      “Getting us out of this mess,” Kitt said with a smile.  “Trust me.”

      He had to time it just right.  The other ship was going to shoot again; it was only a matter of time.  They were recharging their laser cannons and more than a little shocked that he was coming at them.  Kitt imagined the people on board the ship shouting orders, raising their shields, preparing for evasive maneuvers.  But Kitt didn’t have weapons, all he had was his wits, his piloting skills, and sheer audacity.

      “They’re preparing to fire again,” Hutch announced.

      “Here goes nothing,” Kitt called as he flipped the Fever over and dove toward the planet.
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      Kitt twisted the joysticks and at the same moment pressed both of his foot pedals down to their stops.  There was only a slight sense of movement in the pilot’s seat.  It was one of the many bells and whistles of the Endurance class ship.  The artificial gravity was designed so that right around the pilot’s seat there was a bubble of inertia.  Kitt wasn’t exposed to the full gravitational impact of the ship’s movements, which would have killed him with the crazy maneuvers he was putting the ship through, but that slight sense of movement helped him feel like he was connected to the ship, like she was an extension of his own body.

      “They’re coming around to follow,” Hutch announced.

      “They’re gonna try,” Kitt said, brimming with confidence.

      All his life Kitt had imagined just such a scenario.  An aerial dogfight that pitted his flying skills against another’s.  In most situations the ship’s computers did most of the flying.  The Saturday Night Fever was no exception.  Her autopilot could do almost anything his brothers needed.  Kitt was almost a redundant system rather than a useful crew member.  The big cargo ships and luxury transports that Kitt had piloted for most of his career required pilots as a safety system.  In space, most flight was really just incremental steering, and turning the computer-timed thruster maneuvers on and off.  But Kitt knew he had the right stuff.  He was born to fly.  Space, atmospheric, tiny shuttles, huge luxury liners–he could do it all.  And it wasn’t just something he enjoyed–it simply came natural to him.  While others might spend their free time reading a novel, he read flight manuals.  When his peers went on vacation to tourist destinations like the resort casinos where Big Candy plied his trade in the poker rooms, Kitt was busy qualifying on different class ships.  It was his passion in life and one that few people understood, especially the women he had dated.

      “They’re coming around,” Hutch said nervously.  “They’ll have a shot on us soon.”

      “No, they won’t,” Kitt said as he spun the ship toward the planet.

      The Fever was a thrill to fly.  The quad engines were more than enough power for the luxury yacht.  She also had multidirectional thrusters for zero gravity and could do just about anything Kitt imagined.  The only thing the ship couldn’t do was shoot back.

      “Orbital control is trying to reach us,” Big Candy said.

      “I’ll bet they are,” Kitt said, yanking the ship sideways so that the vessel trying to destroy them couldn't get a clear shot.

      “Someone please tell me what is happening,” the woman in the fancy dress asked.

      “Seems pretty clear that someone is trying to kill us,” Hutch said.

      “He’s right,” Big said calmly.  “It has to be people from the Rosenshield family.  I think I told you I beat Desmond in a poker game.”

      “How much did he lose?” the woman asked.

      “Two hundred thousand,” Big said calmly.

      “That’s all?” the woman replied incredulously.

      Kitt had never met Tequila Velarro, but he knew who she was because of Big Candy.  But Kitt wasn’t surprised to hear that someone was angry for losing two hundred thousand credits.  It was more money than Kitt had ever possessed at one time.

      “I still don’t understand it,” Big Candy tried to explain.  “His security people came after me on Esbe Four, but Easy was with us.”

      “Your brother stopped them?” she asked.

      “In their tracks.”

      “He killed them?”

      “No,” Hutch said.  “But he embarrassed them.”

      “And people like that have long memories,” she said.  “And plenty of credits to keep coming after you.”

      “So it would appear,” Big Candy said.

      “They’re bearing down on us, Kitt,” Hutch said.  “Who the hell are these people?”

      “Don’t know, don’t care,” Kitt said, suddenly flipping the ship so that it was speeding toward the planet rear-first.  “Let's see if they can do this.”

      Entering a planet’s atmosphere wasn’t like passing through a cloud.  It required the proper speed, trajectory, and attitude.  The Saturday Night Fever was going too fast and too steep to pass through the planet’s dense upper stratosphere.  Instead, she ricocheted off, changing direction fast enough to turn the entire crew into jelly from the gravity forces, if not for the ship’s inertia dampeners.  Only Kitt felt the sudden change of direction, and then only a tiny fraction of the ship’s intense gravitational forces.  The Fever shook off gravity like an eagle snatching a fish from the ocean.  Then she bolted in the opposite direction at top speed.  They were moving much faster than was permitted in planetary orbits.  There were other vessels around Darius Three, lots of them.

      Laser blasts flashed like lightning behind them.  Kitt only saw the flashes of colored light and knew the Fever was moving too fast for the other ship to target them.  He didn’t need to check his radar to see what the ship was doing.  It was larger than the Fever, a standard space-only vessel that was built for utility, not speed.  Turning would take the larger ship a longer time than the Fever needed, and Kitt had never reversed direction so fast.  He knew it was possible only because military attack spacecraft had performed such maneuvers.  But there was something about the old Endurance class vessel that made Kitt feel like anything was possible.

      “They’re turning,” Hutch said.

      Kitt was already making his way up and away from the planet, dodging the other ships who were circling Darius Three.  It was a three-dimensional obstacle course.  Kitt was breaking the rules of orbital flight, but they didn’t really have a choice.

      “They can’t catch us,” Kitt said as he punched up the controls for the hyperspace transition.

      “How far are we from the jump point?” Big Candy said.  “You’ve bought some time, but once we’re in open space…”

      Kitt understood his brother and had already thought through the inevitable reality.  Once the Saturday Night Fever was out of orbit, it could make for the transition point.  Every system had one, a vast field of space that was listed as safe for ships to make the jump to hyperspace or come out of it.  Those positions were included in the galaxy-wide navigational programs and made travel between systems safe.

      “Once we’re in open space,” Kitt said, dodging a huge cargo hauler, “we’ll engage the FTL drive.”

      “F-T-L?” the woman asked.

      “Faster than lightspeed,” Big Candy explained.  “You can’t do that outside the jump point, can you?”

      “We’re not supposed to,” Hutch said.

      “But we can,” Kitt said.  “The navigational computer is already plotting us a hyperspace vector.”

      “Wait…is that safe?” the woman asked.

      “Well…” Kitt said.  No one else spoke up.  They all knew it wasn’t safe to make hyperspace jumps outside the designated hyperspace lanes.  “The truth is it isn’t safe, but that doesn’t mean it’s strictly dangerous either.”

      “What my brother is trying to say is that we’re doing what we need to do to ensure your safety,” Big said.

      The orbital lanes were clearing the higher they got.  Kitt glanced down at the radar.  The ship that had been shooting at them was still coming.  And there were Orbital Defense vessels making their way to cut off the Fever from reaching the designated jump point.  Kitt wasn’t worried about them.  Making a hyperspace jump outside the designated space lanes had dangers, but they were jumping to contested space, and only the GU navy had those coordinates in their navigational charts.  The nav computer on the Fever was standard, commercial grade.  Anything involving the contested areas of space would not be included in what was considered “safe” by the GU’s transit authority.  Yet Kitt knew blockade runners and members of the Coalition of Independent Planets traveled through those sections of space.  All he needed was to stay ahead of their enemy long enough to clear the gravity well around Darius Three.  Then he could make a jump to a safe spot off the normal galactic grid.

      “The safest thing for me,” the woman said, her voice sounding strained, “is to return me to the surface of Darius Three.  It doesn’t matter what city.  Just get me back down there.”

      “Too late for that,” Kitt said.

      “We will take you home, of course,” Big Candy said.  “As soon as it’s safe.”

      “Man, we really stirred up the hornet’s nest this time,” Hutch said.  “We’ve got Orbital Defense vessels closing from two vectors.”

      “They won’t shoot us down,” Kitt said.

      “That other ship will,” Hutch pointed out.  “And they’re gaining on us.”

      “But not fast enough,” Kitt said.

      The nav computer had the coordinates for the jump set in.  A moment later they were clear of the gravity well around the planet.  There was nothing but empty space ahead of them, even if there were ships closing in on both sides and from behind.  Kitt felt the tension ease a little as he flipped back the safety cover and pressed the button to engage the Fever’s hyperdrive.  For a moment nothing happened.  The jump was controlled by the ship’s computers so that the jump was made precise down to the nanosecond.  As soon as the Fever reached the mark the nav computer designated, they would transition out of the system.

      “Here we go,” Kitt said.

      “We’re leaving the Taxila system?” the woman asked.

      “Yes, but I promise you all will be well,” Big Candy said.

      Kitt thought he heard genuine compassion in his big brother’s voice.  Then suddenly the ship lurched hard to the side, and multiple lights began flashing.

      “That’s a hit,” Hutch said.  “Shields are down to sixty percent.”

      The timing couldn’t have been worse.  The blast had come just as the ship was reaching her jump point.  It knocked them away from the computer’s designated area, which meant they would need to circle around to it again.  Only there wasn’t enough time for that.

      “How!” Kitt demanded.

      “They’ve got a long-range laser,” Hutch said.

      Kitt began evasive maneuvers and just in time, as laser light flashed past the ship.  That left only one alternative.  It was the most desperate thing Kitt could think of, but the only option he could see.  He would have to make a blind jump.  Not only would they be flying at speeds that were multiple times the speed of light, but without pre-programmed coordinates, it would be up to Kitt to start and stop the hyperdrive.

      But there was no time to consider another alternative.  Hails from the Orbital Defense fighters overrode the ship’s communication settings and sounded over the Fever’s bridge speakers.

      “Endurance Class vessel, reduce speed and turn to heading four-two point seven.  Prepare to be boarded per Galactic Union Transit Authority and Darius Three Orbital Regulations.”

      “Screw that,” Kitt said.

      His hand reached out and turned off the ship’s autopilot feature.  Then he lifted the dark red cover that protected the ship’s hyperdrive controls.  His heart was pounding hard.

      “Kitt?” Hutch asked.

      “Trust me,” Kitt said.  “I’ve got this.”

      But the truth was he was throwing a dart in the dark.  If he was wrong they would all die.  But if they stayed in the Taxila system they would be killed or arrested.  He took a deep breath, wondering if it would be his last, and pressed the activation button.
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      “What did you just do?” Hutch demanded.

      Kitt ignored his brother.  At any second they were traveling millions of miles and could easily crash into a meteor or fly too close to a black hole.  If they died it would happen much too fast for any of them to realize it.  Still, he didn’t dare take his hand away from the hyperdrive activator.

      “We’re in hyperspace?” Tequila asked.

      “Indeed,” Big Candy said.  “But Kitt is an excellent pilot.  He’s flown professionally for three decades.”

      Kitt released the button, and the ship bounced into normal space.  He sat back, breathing deeply, and noticed that there was sweat on his forehead.  He wiped it away with the back of his sleeve.

      “I thought Big Candy was the gambler,” Hutch declared.

      “I never gamble with my life,” Big said.  “Not on purpose, at any rate.”

      “Hey, what’s going on?” Easy said.

      Kitt heard something in his little brother’s voice that worried him.  He needed to stand up and stretch anyway.  He typed in a few commands, then stood up.

      “What’s going on is that we’ve left the Taxila system,” Tequila said.

      “It’s okay,” Big tried to soothe her.

      As Kitt turned he saw the glamorous-looking woman slap Big Candy across the face.

      “This is my life,” she said, her voice full of emotion.  “It isn’t yours to fool with.”

      “I’m sorry,” Big said.  “I never intended for you to get caught up in any of this.”

      “And yet, here I am.”

      Kitt looked from the angry woman to his youngest brother who was leaning against the frame of the door.  Tiffany stood beside him, her eyes wide with surprise.  Behind her was another woman, about Tiffany’s height.  Kitt felt his tension increasing.  He hadn’t anticipated leaving Darius Three without refueling.  And the dogfight only made things worse.  They had some big decisions to make.

      “Alright, let’s all take a breath,” Kitt said.  “We’re alive, that’s the good news.  But it will take the navigation computer a few minutes to determine our location.  Once we know where we are, we can decide where to go next.”

      “I think that’s pretty obvious,” Hutch said.  “After that stunt, we can’t go back to a GU-controlled system.  Not until the heat dies down.”

      “The heat?” Tequila asked.

      “He’s right,” Big Candy said.

      “The Orbital Defense force won’t like that we disobeyed their direct orders,” Kitt said.  “They’ll put out a bulletin to every system for the Fever.  Returning to Taxila or any Galactic Union system would result in immediate arrest and confiscation of the ship.”

      “Just because the four of you are in trouble doesn’t mean that we are,” Tequila said.

      “Actually,” Easy replied.  “It was your car that was disabled at the spaceport where we left two bodies.”

      “They’ll be known criminals,” Big tried to reason, but Kitt could hear the doubt in his voice.

      “I doubt the Rosenshields employ anyone with arrest warrants,” Easy said.  He had one hand on his stomach, which was bare save for a large bandage.  His coat was draped over his shoulders and stained with blood.  “We would have a lot to answer for.”

      “And the Rosenshields have people on every planet from here to core systems,” Hutch said.  “We won’t get a fair trial anywhere in the GU.  I can guarantee you that much.”

      “So we’re stuck here?” Tequila asked.

      “Where is here?” Big Candy added.

      “We aren’t stuck here,” Kitt said, returning to his seat and bringing up the navigation program.  Several star constellations popped up on the screens.  “We’re in the Tau sector.  The closest system is still Taxila, about eight light years away.”

      “Can’t go there,” Easy said, holding his hand on the bandage that covered his stomach.

      “We’re only twenty-eight light years from the contested zone,” Kitt said.

      “Why would we care about the contested zone?” Tequila asked.

      “Because that’s where we’re going,” Hutch said.  “Before our pit stop on Darius Three, which I now regret, we were on a mission.”

      “Into contested space?” Tequila asked.

      “Through it,” Hutch replied.

      “You’re going to run the blockade?” Tequila asked.

      “That’s the plan,” Big Candy said.

      “Why?” Tequila demanded.  “It’s suicide.”

      “People do it every day,” Kitt said.

      “People die trying every day,” she argued.

      “That’s just GU propaganda,” Easy explained.  “I’m not saying it will be easy or won’t be dangerous.”

      “And that doesn’t bother you?” Tequila asked.

      “My dear, what you need is a drink,” Big Candy said.  “A very strong drink.”

      “We all could use one,” Kitt said.  “The nav computer will need time to plot our next jump.”

      “I wouldn’t say no to a little self-medication,” Easy said.

      “I can fix them and bring them up here,” Tiffany said.  “What does everyone want?”

      “Rum and cola,” Big Candy said.  “With cherries and lemon.”

      “I’m on it,” Tiffany said.

      Tequila shook her head.  “I never took you for the type to buy a slave.”

      “We didn’t,” Big replied.  “She escaped Petrie Sitlik on Trajan Station.”

      “I would not tolerate slavers,” the slim woman who had taken Tiffany’s place beside Easy said.

      “Nor would we,” Easy told her.

      “Could I get everyone’s name?” Kitt said.  “I’m a little behind here.”

      “Apologies,” Big Candy said.  “These are my brothers, Kitt McCoy and Hutch McCoy.  You’ve already met Easy.  And this,” he waved his hand at Tequila as if she were on display, “is my very good friend Tequila Velarro.  Unfortunately, I don’t know her cohort’s name.”

      “Haruka Tan is my security escort,” Tequila said.

      “And a very talented one at that,” Easy said.  “She saved Big Candy’s life at the restaurant.  And mine outside the ship just a few moments ago.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Tan,” Kitt said.

      “Call me Haruka.”

      “Now we all know each other,” Tequila said.  “What’s this plan of yours?”

      “You’ll say it’s crazy,” Big Candy said.  “And maybe it is.”

      She narrowed her eyes and said, “What?”

      “You’ve heard of quartzite crystals, I’m sure,” Kitt said.  “Our father had a dream of finding a way through the Fanning Belt so he could mine them.”

      “It’s sort of a family heritage,” Hutch said.  “We were raised on stories of miners who found a way through the asteroid field and made a fortune mining quartzite.”

      “That’s the most asinine bet I ever heard of,” Tequila said.  “You’d risk your life for this?  There are much safer ways to make a fortune, I must tell you.”

      “It was all just a pipe dream,” Easy said.  “Something our dad dreamed about, until Hutch found the secret coordinates.”

      Once again Tequila looked at Big Candy with undisguised incredulity.

      “My brother Hutch is a computer engineer,” Big Candy explained.  “In his spare time he salvages computers from old ships.”

      “Parts mostly, but sometimes entire systems,” Hutch said.  “It’s just a little side hustle.”

      “I take it you are all single,” Tequila said.

      The brothers all laughed self-consciously.

      “Tell her,” Big said to Hutch.

      “Well, I’ve got a bit of a soft spot for old mining vessels,” Hutch explained.  “Our father always talked about them when we were kids.  You know, what kind he would like to have, and what he would do with it.  To him, a ship meant freedom.  Anyway, I digress.  I was on Mardux Prime and came across some mining vessels in the salvage yards.  I was able to pull the hard drives from one ship.  When I cleaned them up and checked them out, the units were still in good shape.  It’s difficult to destroy a solid state drive, if you know anything about computer systems.”

      “I don’t,” Tequila said.

      “I have drinks!” Tiffany called out.

      Everyone turned and found Tiffany coming onto the bridge.  She had a big tray with enough glasses for everyone.  There was soda on ice in all the glasses.  On the tray she had a bowl of cherries, a lemon sliced into wedges, and a bottle of rum.

      “I wasn’t sure how much rum people wanted,” Tiffany said as she held out the tray to Tequila Velarro first.

      “Thank you,” Tequila said.

      “Oh, it’s my pleasure.”

      Big Candy took the bottle of rum.  “I’ll pour,” he said.  “Just say when.”

      He added a splash to Tequila’s glass, then some more.

      “They say you ran away from someone on Trajan Station,” Tequila directed to Tiffany, who nodded.

      “I belonged to Oslo when Big Candy first arrived on the station,” she explained as she continued handing out glasses.  “But he traded me to Sitlik.  I didn’t want to go down to the dungeon, but I didn’t really have a choice.”

      “How long have you been a slave?” Tequila asked.

      Tiffany shrugged.  “I don’t know.  But I’d still be there if Big hadn’t come along.”

      “He bought your freedom?” Haruka asked.

      “No, I ran away,” she said.  “I followed Easy to this ship and hid in the maintenance section.”

      Tequila took a sip of her drink, frowned, then took another larger gulp.  “Tell me about the computer.”

      “Oh,” Hutch said, swallowing the mouthful of rum and coke in his glass.  “I, uh, got it working, and it still had all the ship’s regular routes on it.  Including a route through the Fanning Belt.  And I thought, wouldn’t it be amazing if the coordinates were accurate?”

      “You never thought that maybe it was just a scam?” Tequila asked.

      “Of course we did,” Big Candy said.  “But we were all together for the first time since our father died over twenty ago.”

      “It just seemed like the perfect time to find out if the coordinates were real,” Hutch said.

      “We all pitched in together,” Kitt said.  “One more adventure before the GU tells us we’re too old to be of much use to anyone.”

      “It sounds exciting,” Tiffany said.  She had handed out drinks to everyone but herself.  She stood in the corner with the serving tray held down in front of her legs.

      “It is,” Big Candy agreed.  “Very exciting.”

      He started to pour some rum into Kitt’s glass, but he put his hand over the top.

      “Not me,” he said.

      Tequila picked up Big Candy’s glass.  The gambler had yet to add rum to his soda.  She poured cherry juice into the drink, but skipped the liquor and handed it to Tiffany.  “Big Candy can get his own drink.”

      Big Candy frowned but didn’t argue.

      “So you bought a ship,” Tequila said.  “Or did you rent this old relic?”

      “Hey, you can insult me, but not the Saturday Night Fever,” Big Candy said, moving back to her side and taking a sip from the rum bottle that was nearly empty.

      Tequila wrinkled her nose at him.  Kitt thought the lines around her eyes and mouth suited her.  Her hair, the gown she wore, and the understated makeup all combined to make her look regal somehow.

      “Big Candy already had the ship,” Kitt said.  “Easy supplied the engines, I filled the hydro tanks, and Hutch supplied the shielding.”

      “Which saved all our lives,” Hutch pointed out.  “Aren’t you glad I didn’t skimp?”

      “Here here,” Easy said, raising his glass toward Hutch.

      “She may have a few years on her, but she has been lovingly maintained,” Big Candy said, running a hand along the retro control panel.  “I decorated the entire vessel myself.”

      “I can believe that,” she said.  “The pool table downstairs screams Big Candy.”

      “I enjoy a game,” Big said.  “It’s an elegant past time.”

      He pulled out a torpedo-shaped cigar and tucked it between his teeth.

      “You light that stinky thing, and I’ll open a window,” Tequila said.

      “You never seemed to mind at the poker table,” Big pointed out.

      “I make it a rule to never reveal how I feel when I’m playing poker,” Tequila said.

      “That’s a good rule,” Easy said.  “You were holding your own the other night.”

      “Until this big lug showed up,” she said, before turning toward Kitt.  “You think you can run the blockade?”

      “I do,” Kitt said.

      “And how will you know if the route through the asteroid field is safe?”

      “We bought a couple of surplus military drones,” Hutch said.  “We can program the coordinates into them.  If they make it through, we’ll know it’s safe.”

      “So we go to the Fanning Belt and see,” Tequila said.  “And what happens if the route is no good?”

      “We come back,” Big said.  “Sell the ship and start all over again.”

      “I thought you said we couldn’t go back to a civilized system again?”

      “We can’t,” Hutch said.  “We’d probably need to go to an ICP world for a while.  We might even be able to sell the ship there.”

      “You want us to become rebels?” Tequila asked, the shock clear on her face.

      “It’s just a practical next step,” Big Candy said.  “I hear the poker on some of the rebel worlds is very good.”

      “Actually, about that,” Kitt said.  “We’re in a bit of a conundrum there.”

      “What?” Big asked.

      “We didn’t get the hydro tank topped off.  We’re down to under forty percent.”

      “But you have backup systems,” Tequila said.  “Every ship does.”

      “We have a converter, but that will use up our water.  And with three guests on board, we’ll need all we’ve got.”

      Tequila shook her head.  Hutch looked down, embarrassed.

      “We can get what we need on the other side of the blockade,” Big Candy said.  “I’ve still got credits from the game.  We’ll just go to an independent world first.”

      “Very dangerous,” Haruka said.

      “A ship like this, with new engines and shielding, might be worth killing for on a world with no rule of law,” Kitt pointed out.

      “They have law and order on the ICP worlds,” Easy said.  “Some even have armies to fight the GU.”

      “Spoken from experience?” Tequila asked.

      Easy inclined his head, but didn’t answer.  There was a dark look that crossed his face, as if he was remembering something he’d rather leave forgotten.

      Kitt looked around.  The idea of going to a rebel world, completely independent from the Galactic Union government, seemed a bit sketchy.  The ICP worlds were isolated.  Some were livable; others were barely in the first stages of terraforming.  They were supposedly home to outlaw gangs and people who were on the run from the GU.  Kitt guessed that after their close call on Darius Three the Saturday Night Fever and her crew would qualify as outlaws.  He would just have to get used to it.

      “You have GU credits,” Tequila pointed out.  “They may not even accept them.”

      “We’ll do what we have to do,” Kitt said.  “That’s all there is to it.”

      “There’s one other option,” Hutch pointed out.  “It’s a gamble, but considering this crowd that might be a plus.”

      “What is it?” Easy asked.

      “We could go to the Fanning Belt, mine the crystal, and then build ourselves a dark matter coupling isolator.”

      “You can do that?” Tequila asked.

      “Sure, I pulled the plans off the network back on Esbe Four.  It’s pretty simple.  I’ve got all the tools to do it.”

      “But what if you are wrong?” Haruka asked.  “What if the route through the asteroids doesn’t exist?”

      “Then we’re screwed,” Kitt said.

      “All I’m saying is it’s an option,” Hutch said.  “We get that going, and it’s a total game changer.  In comparison to hydrogen, water is cheap.”

      “We could even mine some from the asteroids,” Easy pointed out.  “If the route doesn’t exist, we could mine water crystals from the Fanning Belt, use the converter to break the water molecules into hydrogen and oxygen, and find a way back.”

      “You’d go all in on this cockamamie plan?” Tequila asked Big Candy.

      “I’d bet on my brothers, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      The nav computer beeped, alerting Kitt that it had run coordinates for a jump to the contested zone of space.  He looked at the computer screen then up at the other passengers on the Bridge.  “First we have to get through the blockade,” Kitt said.  “Let’s focus on that.”

      “How long?” Hutch asked.

      “Two hours,” Kitt said.  “But maybe it’s best if we stay here a while and get some rest.”

      “I wouldn’t be opposed to that,” Easy said.

      “Where are Haruka and I supposed to stay on this relic?” Tequila asked.

      “This is a luxury space yacht,” Big Candy said.  “Let me show you to your staterooms.  We only have one empty cabin at the moment, but I’m sure Tiffany would be happy to share with Haruka.”

      “I will stay with Ms. Velarro,” Haruka said.

      “Or that,” Big said.

      “We have plenty of blankets.  We can make due,” Tiffany said.  “I’ll help.”

      “Twelve hours,” Kitt said.  “We’ll take four-hour turns standing watch on the bridge.  I’ll go first.  Easy is excused.”

      “Thanks, Kitt,” Easy said.

      “Will the people trying to kill you find us here?” Tequila asked.

      “I don’t think that’s possible,” Kitt said.  “We did a manual jump to an empty part of space.”

      “We’re nowhere,” Big Candy said with a grin.

      “Then we’re safe,” Hutch said.  “I’ll make dinner.”

      “I can help,” Tiffany volunteered.

      “I was hoping you might,” Hutch said.

      “A meal and some rest wouldn’t go awry,” Tequila said.  “Our dinner was interrupted.”

      “Again, I’m sorry about that,” Big Candy said.  “I thought this mess with the Rosenshields was behind me.”

      “One thing I can say, Big, is things are never dull with you, are they?”

      “I hope not,” he said with a chuckle.  “Otherwise, what would be the point?”

      “Alright, alright,” Kitt said.  “Off my bridge.  All of you.”

      “We’ll send up a plate of food,” Hutch said as he headed for the door.

      “Sounds good,” Kitt replied.

      When they were all gone he sat down and looked at the hydrogen tank reading.  It was hovering at thirty-seven percent.  Kitt hoped they could run the blockade without any problems, otherwise they could be in real trouble.  But he would just have to wait and see what the GU had patrolling the contested zone.  It would be the biggest test of his piloting skills, and yet he found himself anxious, like a kid going to his first amusement park.  He didn’t really care if they found a way through the Fanning Belt or got rich mining quartzite crystal.  He was already living his dream, and he just hoped he was up to the task.
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      The Saturday Night Fever wasn’t luxurious by Tequila’s standards.  Her father had been a rich man on Darius Three and lavished his family with the finer things in life.  But the ship wasn’t utilitarian either.  Big Candy led Tequila and Haruka into the last of the six cabins on the ship.

      “This is your room,” he said.  “Complete with a private bathroom, which I can tell you, is a luxury in space.”

      “Only when there’s enough water,” Tequila said.

      Her remark stung.  In some ways he had saved her life, but it was also his fault that she was in danger to begin with.  And while the ship was well-appointed, they couldn’t ignore the fact that they had failed to top off her tanks.

      “It’s a minor setback that will be corrected,” Big said, wondering if he should have listened to his brothers in the first place and simply won enough money to see to the ship’s needs.  He had more than enough credits, and getting them converted into digital would have cost him a premium, but there was more than enough after his poker game with Tequila.  The truth was, seeing her again stirred up old feelings.  If he hadn’t insisted on staying, even for a date with her, they could have refueled the ship and been off Darius Three before anyone attacked them.

      “If you say so,” Tequila said.  “It’s manageable.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “I don’t like being in space,” she suddenly turned on him.  There was color in her face and fire in her eyes.  “You know that.  And yet you tricked me into coming here.  How do I know you didn’t set this whole thing up?”

      “Tequila, please,” Big said.

      She grabbed the lapels of his jacket, her hands in tight fists.  “Oh, I know I sound crazy, but I can’t help it.  Why did you have to come back?  Why?”

      “You know I could never stay away,” Big said, his large hands delicately touching her shoulders.  “I’m sorry, my love.  It’s all my fault.”

      She shook her head.  “I don’t blame you…not really.”

      “I’ll find a way to get you back,” he promised.

      “There’s nothing to get back to,” Tequila said.  “A few gowns, a handful of mementos.  The house was empty.  I couldn’t pay the staff and had to let them go.  I sold everything of value.  Haruka stayed out of loyalty, even when I couldn’t pay her any longer.”

      Big turned, intending to thank the smaller woman, but she was no longer in the cabin.  She had slipped away, as silent as a shadow.

      “Even the car we were in was rented just for the night.  I didn’t want you to see me that way.”

      “I don’t care about the money,” Big said.

      “It’s not about the money,” she said, her eyes imploring him to understand.  “I failed.  The business went under, and the sharks came after me, after everything I had.”

      “You kept your father’s business going for a long time,” Big said.  “Most people would have sold out, but you cared about the people that your father had hired.  Putting them first wasn’t a mistake.”

      “No, I don’t regret it,” she said.  “But I’m not the woman you knew…the woman you…”

      “Fell in love with,” Big Candy said.

      “Maybe if you had stayed things would have worked out differently,” she said, leaning her head against his chest.

      It was another stinging remark, even if Tequila hadn’t meant it.  In some ways Big Candy knew that he wouldn’t have been a good husband.  He was too restless, too impulsive.  Staying on Darius Three would have been stifling for him, even with Tequila at his side.  And he was certainly no businessman.  Her father had been in a cutthroat world that was just as nasty as any black market dealings; they only used legitimate business as a cover for the unbridled ambitions of the business owners.  Perhaps her father was different from the businessmen who drove the Velarro Company out of business, but Big didn’t think so.

      “If I could go back in time,” he began saying, without much conviction.

      “No,” she said, pulling back and looking up at him.  “You lived your life your way, and I chose to live mine the way I wanted to.  We’re both stubborn that way.”

      “Things could be different,” Big said.  “If this mining thing works out…”

      “We’ll all be rich fugitives?” Tequila said with a stunning smile tinged with sadness.

      He didn’t know what to say.  She rose up on her tiptoes, and he still had to bend over to kiss her.  It wasn’t passionate, more of a kiss of familiarity to help deal with the sudden, complete change in her life.  Still, Big Candy felt his desire for her heating up.  His thick arms wrapped around her shoulders.  She wasn’t overweight, but she wasn’t skinny either.  She had substance that he could feel as they embraced.

      She pulled back, letting him hold her, while she put her head against his chest.  For a long time neither spoke.  They just stood there in one another’s arms, thinking of what might have been.

      In the galley Hutch was boiling pasta and seasoning a canned sauce with some of the dried herbs in the pantry.  It wasn’t gourmet or even fancy, but Tiffany tasted the sauce and gave Hutch a thumbs-up.

      “It’s good,” she said.

      Fresh bread was a luxury in space, and the bread they had purchased on Esbe Four before leaving their home planet was getting stale.  But toasted, no one would notice it wasn’t fresh.  When Hutch was done he had a big pot of spaghetti and thick slices of garlic bread.

      “Dinner is served,” he said loudly as he dished up a plate for Tiffany.

      She got a second plate of food and took it to Easy, who was dozing in a recliner.  Haruka took a plate, but stayed by the door of Tequila’s cabin.  She wasn’t exactly on guard duty, but it seemed that way.  Hutch thought it might be hard to relax on a spaceborne vessel with four strange men.  While Tiffany ate with Easy, Hutch took food up to the bridge and ate with Kitt.

      “What do you think of our new passengers?” he asked.

      “You always made a fine spaghetti,” Kitt said, ignoring his brother’s question.

      “The secret is in the spices,” Hutch said.  “But you didn’t answer the question.”

      “I’m not thinking of them,” he said.  “I’m thinking of the people who are trying to kill us.  That seems like a much more pressing area of concern.”

      “We need to figure that out, but we’re safe now, right?”

      “Safe is a relative term,” Kitt said.  “We’re safe from the people trying to kill us, but our fuel situation is a real concern.”

      “You just get us past the blockade,” Hutch told him.  “After that, we’re golden.”

      “You really believe the route through the Fanning Belt is legit?”

      Hutch nodded and sucked a long noodle up into his mouth.  “Yeah, I’ve got a really good feeling about it.”

      “Mining on an unstable planetoid won’t be easy,” Kitt said.  “As I recall, you never really liked to get your hands dirty.”

      “That is true,” Hutch said.  “But I’m not opposed to a little hard work if the payoff is worth it.”

      “We could have a hold full of quartzite crystals right now and what would we do with them?  We’re persona non grata in civilized space right now.”

      “The heat will die down,” Hutch said.  “Plus there’s always the ICP worlds.  We’ll need to pick and choose the right location, but we’ll have that luxury once I build a perpetual energy device to power the ship.”

      “You can really do that?”

      “I really can.”

      “If you don’t, we could be stuck on a backwater ICP world for a long, long time.”

      “Trust me,” Hutch said.  “Things are going to work out.  You get us through the blockade, and we’ll be fine, I promise.”

      Kitt handed his empty plate to his brother.  “I’ll do my part.  Just make sure you can do yours.”
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      Easy slept for ten hours.  He would have liked to have taken a shower when he got up, just to help loosen his muscles and make him feel normal again.  But that wasn’t going to happen.  Not only were they conserving water on the ship, his bandages wouldn’t allow him to stand in a steam bath.  Instead, he settled for scrubbing his body with a damp cloth.

      Everything hurt.  His ribs were in constant pain.  Moving made it worse; even breathing hurt.  And the gash across his lower chest was swelling.  When he changed the bandage he could see the synthetic glue straining to hold the gash together.  Staples would have been better, or old-fashioned stitches, but there was no guarantee anything would keep the swelling from tearing the laceration open again.

      After pulling on a tan t-shirt, which he normally wore under his fatigues,  he moved slowly from his cabin to the galley and retrieved a cold pack from the little freezer.  It was a reusable pouch filled with gel beads.  He pressed it against his stomach, then slowly made his way up to the bridge.

      “You made it,” Big Candy said.  “Here, take my seat.”

      He and Tequila were the only people on the bridge.  Tequila was seated at the console that Easy usually occupied, but he didn’t mind.  He wasn’t much help with operating the ship even when he wasn’t injured.

      “Thanks,” Easy said, gently lowering himself into the wide chair his brother had installed.

      “You look no worse for wear,” Tequila said.

      “A good night's sleep always helps,” Easy said.  “Where is everyone?”

      “Making their final preparations before we jump into hyperspace,” Big said.

      “Bathroom break,” Tequila said with a dazzling smile.

      Easy could see why his older brother was entranced with the woman.  Haruka stepped onto the bridge without a word and stood protectively by Tequila.

      “Thank you for your help yesterday,” Easy told Haruka.

      “I was doing my job,” she said.

      “A job for which you will be well-rewarded,” Big Candy said.  “I promise you that.”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” Tequila chided him.

      “I don’t do it for the money,” Haruka said.  “It is an honor to serve Ms. Velarro.”

      “Honor is important,” Easy said.

      “Good morning everyone,” Kitt said as he strolled onto the bridge.  “Are we ready to make the jump to the contested zone?”

      “If you’re asking if anything happened to the ship in the last four hours, the answer is no,” Big Candy said.

      Kitt settled into the pilot’s seat and began checking the ship’s systems.  Tiffany was the next person to come onto the bridge.  She was still wearing a dress, and Tequila was still in her evening gown, although she had one of Big Candy’s jackets wrapped around her like a robe.  Haruka was wearing the one outfit she had on the ship, and Easy realized they needed a lot more than hydrogen and water if they were going to operate for long out in the contested zone.

      “We’re all a bit short on clothing,” Easy said.  “I’ve got a rucksack full of fatigues that I’m never going to wear again.  We could divide them up and make some adjustments to give our guests something else to wear.”

      “That’s generous of you,” Tequila said.  “I’ve done a bit of sewing in my time.”

      “I can help,” Tiffany volunteered, always quick to pitch in.

      “Once we make the jump I’ll get them out,” Easy said.

      A few minutes later Hutch arrived on the bridge.  He took his spot.  Tiffany hovered over his shoulder, watching and, Easy guessed, learning too.  The young girl was like a sponge.  If he hadn’t been injured she would probably be begging him to teach her to fight.  Especially after she saw Haruka in action back on Darius Three.

      “All systems are green,” Hutch said.

      “Jump coordinates are locked in,” Kitt added.  “Here we go.”

      The ship was drifting forward.  He fired the thrusters to push the Saturday Night Fever toward the jump point and activated the computer-controlled hyperdrive.  A minute later, they were hurtling through space faster than the speed of light.

      “Two hours, twenty-one minutes,” Kitt said.

      “Where are we going?” Big Candy asked.

      “The Burkenstal Cluster,” Kitt said.  “There’s a lot of radiation in that sector.  We should be able to sneak past any ships patrolling there.”

      “What kind of ships would the GU have there?” Hutch asked.

      “Carriers, patrol ships, interdictor vessels that project artificial gravity out into space to keep people from jumping through in hyperspace,” Kitt explained.

      “And fighters,” Easy said.  “A lot of fighters.”

      “They can’t be everywhere,” Kitt said.  “We’ll find a hole and slip right past them.”

      “Two hours,” Big Candy declared.  “That’s enough time to do some damage to Easy’s military garb.  We might as well get started.”

      Easy took his time going down the stairs and just pointed out his rucksack to Big Candy, who took it.  The only things left inside were eight sets of fatigues.  He had already pulled his PT clothing out and stashed them in his cabin where they would be easy to get to.  Sweatpants and t-shirts were comfortable everyday wear on a ship with his brothers.

      “You served?” Haruka asked him as they watched Big Candy, Tiffany, and Tequila going through his fatigues.

      “GU Space Navy, thirty years,” he replied.  “Just retired a couple of weeks ago.”

      “You were a sailor?”

      “RAKE Operator.”

      A knowing look came over her face.  “I thought so.  You handle yourself well.”

      “Thanks,” he said.  “Lots of experience.”

      They chatted about martial arts and their backgrounds.  Haruka was almost the same age as Easy, and while she didn’t have his military background, she had spent her career in the security industry and had held high-level qualifications in a variety of martial arts.  Easy found her to be the most interesting person he had met in a long time.

      She grew up learning martial arts from her father who was a trainer for professional fighters in a very popular gym.  She had fought professionally for two years as soon as she became old enough, but training injuries caused her to pull out of a few scheduled fights, and she lost her sponsors.  After bouncing from job to job for a while, she turned her skills into a career in personal security.  She had been with Tequila Velarro for fifteen years.

      “That’s a long time to be with one client,” Easy said.

      They were in the recliners, watching the others sew on the serving counter of the ship’s galley.  Easy still held the cold pack to his chest, which ached from the laceration.  He knew recovering from his broken rib and the sword cut would take a while, and wouldn’t be much fun, but it was no different than recovering from injuries in the Navy.  He had been wounded and injured more times than he cared to remember, and the process was always the same.  A few weeks to heal, then the real grueling work began to get back in shape before the next mission.

      “We are comfortable with one another,” she said.

      “Most people in your line of work don’t like to get comfortable,” Easy said.  “How do you stay alert for danger?”

      “On Darius Three there are two types of danger.  Mostly she makes enemies at the poker tables.  That’s no problem to spot.  The other type is more serious.  Your type of trouble.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” Easy said.

      Haruka shook her head.  “Ms. Velarro didn’t usually cross the line into real danger.  When she got close, I pulled her back.”

      “Until Big Candy showed up,” Easy said.

      “She can’t say no to him,” Haruka said, a smile playing at the edges of her thin lips.  “But he never was the bad kind of trouble before.”

      In two hours the sewing crew had stitched together a pair of pants each for Tequila and for Tiffany.  They also settled for rolling up the sleeves of his fatigue shirts and tying the loose ends around their narrow waists.

      “What do you think, Master Chief?” Tequila said.

      “You look better than I ever did,” Easy replied.

      “We should get back up to the bridge,” Big said.  “We’ll be coming out of hyperspace soon.  And Kitt might need help.”

      He helped Easy out of the recliner, and they all climbed up the stairs together, just before the Saturday Night Fever dropped into the Burkenstal Cluster at the edge of contested space.
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      The Saturday Night Fever came out of hyperspace into a majestic cloud of glowing gasses.  It was beautiful.

      “Oh, wow,” Tiffany said.

      “That’s sensational,” Hutch said.

      “Radiated gas clouds,” Kitt said.  “One of the wonders of outer space.”

      “What about the GU blockade?” Easy asked.

      “We can’t use our radar here,” Kitt said.  “The Burkenstal Cluster gives too much interference.  We can’t see them, and they can’t see us.”

      “If we’re in a floating cloud of radiation…” Tequila said.

      “Don’t worry, the shields protect us from radiation as well as laser beams and space debris.”

      “But they’re down to half power?” Easy said.

      “Nah, they just needed time to re-energize.  I took care of that while you were sleeping,” Hutch said.

      “So we’re back at full-strength shields,” Big Candy said.  “And we have enough power to run the blockade?”

      “Yes,” Kitt said, glancing at his display that showed the hydrogen tank at nearly thirty percent.

      “Should we be buckled in?” Tequila asked.

      “It wouldn’t hurt,” Kitt said.

      “Tiffany and I can go back to the computer station in the systems room,” Hutch said.  “There’s three secured seats there.”

      “I’ll go too,” Haruka said.

      Easy settled into Hutch’s seat on the bridge as Kitt flew the ship through the cloud.  As they approached the edge of the cluster, the running lights on the GU ships appeared.

      “Can they see us?” Tequila asked.

      “If they are scanning the Burkenstal Cluster visibly, which I doubt,” Kitt said.  “We’re still a million kilometers from their lines, which means they would need very high-powered visuals.”

      “We can see their ships,” Big Candy pointed out.

      “They’re a lot bigger than we are,” Kitt said.

      “A lot bigger,” Easy agreed.

      “We’re set up back here,” Hutch said, his voice carrying over the bridge speakers.  “All systems are good.  Do your thing, Kitt.”

      “We’re going to sit right here for a bit,” he replied.  “I want to see what those ships are doing.  Looks like a big carrier just sitting on station a million kilometers from us.”

      “We probably aren’t the first people using the cloud to hide before making a run for the blockade,” Easy said.

      “No doubt about that,” Kitt replied.  “But the Burkenstal Cluster is huge.  You could have hundreds of thousands of ships hidden in here without worrying about collisions.”

      “So we’re the needle in the haystack,” Big Candy said.  “What do we do next?”

      “We decide where to run,” Kitt said.  “Once we know that, we can start calculating our jump to the Fanning Belt.”

      The process took an hour.  Tensions on the little retro ship eased as they were able to plot what the GU ships were up to.  There was a massive carrier ship which was the central hub of the GU operations in that sector of space.  Patrolling fighters cruised in and out of the big vessel.  There were three gravity interdictor ships slowly circling the big carrier.  Kitt couldn’t see the gravity wells being projected, but he knew they were there, like windmill blades rotating around the GU carrier.

      “Can we just swing wide and go around them?” Big Candy asked.

      “We could try, but we’ll be exposed longer that way,” Kitt said.  “Contested space is filled with sensor drones that will pick up any ship trying to run the blockade.  The only way through is where the GU already has vessels moving.  And it’s better to run straight at them.”

      “That’s crazy,” Tequila said.

      “It’s the last thing they’ll expect,” Kitt said.  “If we time things right, we can shoot straight between the interdictors.”

      “If you’re wrong we’ll be caught,” Easy said.

      “True, but there’s no safe way to run the blockade,” Kitt said.  “Sometimes you have to trust your instruments even when it feels all wrong.”

      “What about those fighters?” Big Candy asked.

      “That depends on when they see us,” Kitt said.  “If we can creep close enough to shoot the gap without being seen, then we’ll just jump to hyperspace once we’re clear of their gravity interdictors.”

      “And if not?” Tequila asked.

      “Then we’ll have to change plans,” Kitt said.

      He brought the ship around, moving in a looping circle through the swirling cloud of irradiated space dust.

      “We’re on course,” Kitt said.  “Speed is set at two thousand kilometers per hour.  Jump coordinates are locked in.  Here we go people.  Say a prayer.”

      “I’ll say several,” Tequila said.

      “Shutting down ancillary systems,” Hutch said.

      “Is that wise?” Tequila asked.

      “By shutting down the reactor and the ship’s engines, we won’t trigger their radar,” Kitt said.  “We’ll be just another bit of space junk floating through the dark.”

      “That doesn’t guarantee they won’t see us,” Easy pointed out.

      “No, it doesn’t, but it gives us the best chance,” Kitt said.  “If they detect us and realize what we are, then we’ll use the backup power until the reactor is online again.”

      “How long does that take?” Tequila asked.

      “Fourteen minutes,” Hutch said from the computer systems hub that was located behind the bridge.

      “Seems like a long shot,” she replied.

      “The longer the odds, the bigger the payoff,” Big Candy said.

      They all fell silent as the Saturday Night Fever shot from the Burkenstal Cluster.  In hard vacuum, with no friction to slow them down, their inertia would carry them in a straight line without losing speed forever, unless the ship was acted on by an outside force.

      “More waiting,” Tequila said.  “Wonderful.”

      “I know a way we can pass the time,” Big Candy said.  “How about a game of pool?”

      “You can’t be serious?” she said.

      “Why not?  I leave the flying to my brothers.  What do you say?  A hundred credits per game?”

      “You’re a fool,” she said, but there was a lightness to her voice.  “Lead the way.”

      “Now you’re talking,” Big Candy said.

      He led her from the bridge.  Easy sat behind Kitt, and both men watched the GU patrols.

      “I guess you thought you were done with this life,” Kitt said.

      “Same job, different uniform,” Easy replied.

      “How’s that war wound?”

      “Hurts like hell,” Easy said.  “But I can move.  I’m still breathing.  So it could be worse.”

      “What happened?”

      “Attacked by a man with a sword,” Easy said.  “If you can believe it.”

      “When it comes to Big Candy, I can believe anything,” Kitt said.  “The GU is the least of our worries, aren’t they?”

      “Appears that way,” Easy said.  “I don’t think this last crew was the same bunch.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning that either the Rosenshields have farmed out the hit on us, or Big has more enemies than he’s letting on.”

      “Which do you think it is?” Kitt asked.

      They weren’t looking at each other.  Kitt had the radar and other systems turned off, but the ship’s external cameras were on, and the video feeds filled the screens that surrounded his pilot’s seat.  His eyes went from one to the next, looking for any signs of movement.

      “I trust Big, even if maybe I shouldn’t,” Easy said.  “Plus, these guys came at all of us hard.  I suspect we’ve made an enemy for life.”

      “Wonderful,” Kitt said.  “Why the hell did we decide this was a good idea again?  It seems like a disaster right from the start if you ask me.”

      “You don’t think we’ll get rich?” Easy asked sarcastically.

      “What good will it do us if we have to look over our shoulders the rest of our lives?”

      “Let’s worry about that once we’re back in civilized space,” Easy said.  “Who knows, we might be so rich we can buy our way out of trouble.”

      Kitt knew that money could buy a lot of things.  A really good hacker could get the Fever off the GU watch list and bury any warrants that were out for the McCoys, but what good would money do to stop the Rosenshields from trying to kill them?  You couldn’t bribe a family with more wealth than most worlds’ gross domestic product.

      “That would be nice,” Kitt said.  “But I doubt Dad would approve.”

      “Who knows,” Easy said.  “The only thing that’s for certain is that he would be right here with us if he could have.”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” Kitt said.  “It was his dream after all.”

      “Two thousand klicks per hour puts us five hours from the jump point, right?” Easy asked.

      “Barring any obstacles,” Kitt said.

      “Well then, I’ll get a pot of coffee brewing.  You want any?”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” Kitt said.  “Black, please.”

      “Coming right up, Captain,” Easy replied.

      He walked carefully from the bridge, leaving Kitt to scan his screens and hope they wouldn’t be discovered as they flew straight toward the GU blockade.
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      “Can he see?” Thorton Cross asked.

      “Better than before,” the doctor said.  “And he’ll never need a PCL again.”

      They pushed through a door into a waiting room where Mace Sinclair sat.  There was only a faint line down his face that marked where the deep gash had been across his cheek bone.  His eyes looked like an exact match.  If Thorton hadn’t known one was an enhanced prosthetic he would never have guessed.

      “You look better,” Thorton said.

      “Looks can be deceiving,” Mace said, standing up and shaking his boss’s hand.

      “Indeed.  I guess you heard?”

      “Nelson’s crew,” Mace said with disgust.  “I could have guessed that outcome.”

      “His was the only team in the area,” Thorton said.  “But now that you are back on your feet I’ll send you.”

      “Do we have a new location?” Mace asked.

      “Not yet,” Thoron replied.  “They’re off the grid.”

      “Gentlemen, if there’s nothing else?” the doctor said.

      “No, we’re good here,” Thorton said.  “You did excellent work.”

      “Thanks again, doc,” Mace said, thrusting his hand out toward the man.

      “Just be sure to care for the eye the way I showed you,” the doctor said, shaking hands with the security man.  “Maintenance is the key to health with an experimental prosthetic.”

      They waited while the doctor gathered his tool bag and left the room.  It was well-appointed, with real leather chairs and a handwoven rug from Red Persia in the Sutar system.

      “Mr. Rosenshield approved your upgrade,” Thorton said.  “But he wants a return on the investment.”

      “Meaning?” Mace growled.

      “You’re his man for life,” Cross said.  “No more babysitting.  You’ll be used in more delicate operations from this point on.  In fact, he has your first assignment ready.”

      “I thought the gambler and his brothers were my assignment.”

      “Until they pop back up on the grid, you can take out the trash,” Cross said.  “You’re lucky to be alive.  Have you considered that?  They found Ledd with a hole in his head and his brain turned to soup.”

      “He was always sloppy,” Mace said.

      “You don’t get it, do you?” Cross said, the smile gone from his face.  “Ledd was one of us.”

      “He was a contractor.”

      “He was independent, but he came from the agency,” Thorton insisted.  “He ran things his own way, but he had an eye for talent.”

      “That huge ape he had on his team was a joke.”

      “Perhaps, but Jorge Brass was the real deal.  The former commando killed him.”

      “Bastard,” Mace said.

      “Dangerous bastard,” Thorton corrected his friend.  “Don’t make the same mistake twice.  I put my neck on the line for you, Mace.  The boss is watching this time.  Don’t screw it up.”

      “Then why are you sending me on another assignment?

      “Because we aren’t going to waste resources chasing these McCoys off grid.  They’ll turn up sooner or later, and when we do we’ll find them.”

      “And make them pay,” Mace snarled.

      “About that,” Thorton said, leaning forward.  “Mr. Rosenshield wants them alive.”

      “What?”

      “Alive, Mace.  All four of them.”

      “He can’t be serious.”

      “He’s always serious,” Thorton said.  “You find them and bring them in.  Then we’re square, and you can name your assignment.”

      Mace narrowed his eyes.  His prosthetic was filled with information about the room and the man across from him.  It was like Mace was wearing a sophisticated battle helmet.  The information popped up on the periphery of his vision.  It was sharp and focused, easy to read.  How the fake eye communicated with his brain was a total mystery to Mace, but he didn’t mind it.  What didn’t kill him only made him stronger, and his fight with Easy McCoy was no exception.  The former commando should have killed him when he had the chance.

      “Alright,” Mace said.  “Consider it done.”

      “Dean is still available if you want him for your partner,” Thorton said.

      “That works,” Mace said.  “Do we have a ship?”

      “Yes, and it’s already set up.  Your first target is a senator on Columbus Nine.”

      “I like the Azteca system,” Mace said.  “Piece of cake.”

      “No more mistakes,” Thorton said.  “Otherwise…”

      He let the threat hang in the air between them.  Mace knew what was being communicated.  If he screwed up again Thorton would kill him.  It wasn’t something either of them wanted to think about.

      “I won’t let you down,” Mace said.  “I’m all over it.”

      “It’s a stealth operation.”

      “Got it,” Mace said.  “Easy.”

      “Good, get going then.  I’ll be in touch.”

      “I look forward to it,” Mace said.  “And thanks, Thorton.”

      His boss nodded, then left him in the waiting room.  A message popped up in his field of view.  He blinked to open it.  All of the information on the senator was included, and there were directions down to the launch bay where a small Interceptor class ship waited for him.

      “On my way,” Mace said, the words popping up in text in a reply message.  He blinked, sending the message and thought he would get used to having a computer in his head eventually.  He was thankful to still be alive, and to have a job, but he didn’t like that the Rosenshields had stuck experimental medical hardware in his body without permission.  Thorton said that the Rosenshields were making a financial commitment to him, but in truth he was just another test subject.  The fake eye had benefits, but it was also keeping track of everything he did, said, and every place he went.  That would be a problem, but he was good at solving problems.  And if the prosthetic eye became a problem, he would gouge it out and feed it to Franklin Rosenshield.  Mace chuckled to himself at the thought of his revenge.  Sooner or later he would have restitution, or die trying.
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      The first few hours weren’t bad.  It was nerve-wracking being exposed, but they were so far away from the GU ships that without the hull cameras zooming in on the government ships they were nothing but tiny dots of light.  The Saturday Night Fever had running lights to accentuate her flowing lines and generous curves, but those had been shut off, as had the engines and the radar systems.  Even the lights on the bridge were off so that no light came through the ship’s transparent forward view panels.

      They were drifting through space at a generous speed, much faster than a ship could fly through atmosphere with gravity weighing her down and friction heating the hull.  In space, things were easier, and if Kitt had done his job correctly, they would drift right through the net the GU Navy had put out to catch ships like the Fever.

      After crossing the halfway point, people began to return to the bridge.  Easy and Kitt both sipped coffee from tall insulated travel mugs with lids.  The coffee was good.  Like most of the things Big Candy had stocked on the vintage ship, the coffee was rich and smooth.  Both men took theirs black, and the warm drink gave them just enough caffeine to stay focused on the task at hand.

      “We’re in range of their guns,” Easy said.

      “Shields are down,” Hutch said.  “Should we bring them online?”

      “Negative,” Kitt replied.  “They’ll project too many EM waves.  Just stand by all systems.”

      Talk on the bridge was muted.  Hutch was back in the computer systems room with Tiffany and Haruka.  Big Candy was in his extra-wide seat on the bridge.  Easy and Tequila took up the other seats at the various consoles.  Communications was offline, as well as radar and telemetry.  They weren’t flying completely blind, but they were making an effort to be as innocuous as possible.

      “We’re down to one hour,” Kitt announced.

      “There are so many ships,” Tequila said.

      “Don’t lose your nerve now, my dear,” Big Candy said.  “Things are just getting interesting.”

      “She’s right to be nervous,” Kitt said.  “One blast from that carrier and we’re space dust.”

      “How will we know if they’re targeting us?” Easy asked.

      “We may pick up a tracking signal when their targeting computer locks on, but even with our shields up we would only survive one blast.”

      “The closer we get the better off we are,” Easy said.  “Navy battleships aren’t built to target small craft at close range.”

      “Well, that’s a bit of good news,” Big Candy said.

      “Kitt,” Hutch called over the com-link.  “You seeing that flight of patrol craft?”

      “I’ve got them,” Kitt said.

      “Will they see us?”

      “Maybe,” Kitt said.  “There’s not much light out here, but anything is possible.”

      They watched in silence as a group of patrol ships recently launched from the carrier flew directly in front of the Fever.  In space, distances are exaggerated.  The patrol craft were in formation and over a hundred kilometers away.  In atmosphere they wouldn’t even be visible, but in space they appeared close.  Fortunately, none of the ships left their formation to fly out and take a closer look.

      “Why don’t they see us?” Tequila asked.

      “Because we aren’t giving off any of the normal signs that we’re a spacecraft,” Kitt said.  “Our radar, engines, shields, and transponder are all shut down.  The hull lighting is turned off.  The Fever’s thick hull and good insulation are hiding the electromagnetic waves produced by the electric lights and life support.  We’re essentially a void in space.”

      “That’s good,” she said.

      “Agreed,” Big Candy said.

      Easy noticed that his eldest brother had one hand stretched out to Tequila, who appeared to be gripping it tightly.  It wasn’t easy to see on the dark bridge with most of the consoles powered down.  Even the viewscreens around the pilot’s chair were tilted at an angle that would keep the light from their images from shining on anything reflective.  And with space mostly dark, the images from the video feeds weren't bright.

      “It’s hard to imagine we could just drift past all these ships,” Tequila said.

      “The GU isn’t the all powerful force they would like you to believe,” Big Candy said.  “No offense, Easy.”

      “None taken,” the former commando said.  “It’s hard to plan for everything.  I think the GU counts more on the idea of their blockade than on the reality of being able to stop smugglers from crossing through contested space.”

      “What do they do to people who try?” Tequila asked.

      “Confiscate their ship,” Kitt replied.

      “Over my dead body,” Big Candy said.

      “What about the crew of those ships?” Tequila pressed.

      “Depends on what they find on board,” Kitt said.  “We don’t have any contraband.”

      “Yet,” Big Candy interjected.

      “We would still be guilty of breaking the law, but it wouldn’t be severe,” Kitt continued.  “A year in lock-up maybe.  A fine too.”

      “What if we had the quartzite crystals?” Tequila asked.

      “The GU has pretty strict mining regulations,” Easy said.  “But technically we aren’t planning to mine in GU space.”

      “And there’s nothing illegal about possessing quartzite,” Big Candy said.

      “But you can bet they would take it all,” Kitt said.  “They don’t want anyone having it other than their own ships.”

      “I think if that happens we’ll have a lot to answer for,” Easy said.  “And if the Navy is any indication, interrogating prisoners is a long, drawn-out process.”

      “You make it sound so elegant,” Big Candy said, trying to lighten the mood.  “But we aren’t going to be caught because we’re careful.  And we have an excellent pilot.”

      “Thanks for the vote of con–wait!  Crap, they’ve spotted us.  Hutch!  Get everything on.  Right now!”

      “All systems coming online,” Hutch said.  “Shields activated.”

      “Make sure they’re angled for deflection,” Kitt said.  “Hold on boys and girls, we’re going for a ride.”

      There were dozens of ships cruising around the GU carrier and between the trio of interdictors that were projecting massive gravity wells out into space.  The Saturday Night Fever had drifted nearly nine hundred thousand kilometers without being noticed, but Kitt knew the odds were stacked against them going completely unseen.

      “Radar shows multiple bogeys,” Easy said.

      “How many are turning our way?” Kitt said.

      “I can’t tell,” Easy replied.

      “Two!” Hutch’s voice boomed over the bridge speakers.  “Both coming in from vector three, one, niner.”

      “How interesting,” Big said, trying to keep Tequila from worrying, but his effort fell flat.

      “They’re still two hundred kilometers out, but closing,” Hutch continued.

      “They won’t be the only ones,” Kitt said.  “We’re still eighty thousand kilometers from the jump point.  Hutch, get that reactor on now!”

      “It’s cycling up, Kitt but you know it takes time to reach fusion,” Hutch said.  “I’ve got more ships turning our way.”

      “Let them come,” Kitt said, speaking out loud as he vocalized his thoughts.

      “I think they’re trying to call us,” Tequila said.  “The communication lights are blinking.”

      “In space it’s called hailing,” Big Candy said.  “The jargon is simply wonderful.”

      Kitt knew what his older brother was doing.  It was sweet in a way and maddening in another.  No one liked it when someone downplayed danger in such an obvious, borderline obnoxious way.  But Kitt had his hands full flying the ship.  Someone else would have to help Big Candy with his social miscues.

      With the shields at full strength, the Fever’s auxiliary power could only power two of the ship’s four engines.  Until the reactor came online, they would be slower than normal and have less maneuverability.  Even worse, they couldn’t just speed toward the jump point.  Without the fusion reactor at full strength they couldn’t engage the hyperdrive.

      “Come on!  Come on!” Kitt said.

      The first shot was a warning barrage of blue laser light flashing directly in the Fever’s flight path.

      “They’re shooting at us!” Tequila proclaimed, her voice a full octave higher in fear.

      “It was just a warning shot across the bow,” Big Candy said calmly.  “Never fear.”

      Kitt knew his brother was right, but he also knew that the next round of laser blasts would be targeted at their engines.  Maybe the shields would hold, or maybe they wouldn’t.  But he didn’t plan to find out.

      “Let’s see how good the GU pilots really are,” Kitt said.  “You want us?  Come and get us.”

      He put the ship into a spin dive and gave the engines all the power the battery banks could produce.

      “Is he mad?” Tequila asked.

      “Not mad, my dear,” Big Candy said.  “He’s just that good.”
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      Flying the Saturday Night Fever with just two engines made her feel sluggish to Kitt.  He was used to the overabundance of power and maneuverability.  Without all four engines online, he relied heavily on the thrusters.

      The ship slid sideways through space, just as another barrage of laser fire flashed out.  There were many more GU ships turning to engage, but most of them wouldn’t reach the Fever before they made the jump to hyperspace.  And Kitt’s biggest advantage was the large GU ships nearby.  The patrol vessels weren’t made for extended chases and didn’t have the ability to stay engaged with the Fever in a dogfight.  What they did have was numbers, but they couldn’t shoot at Kitt while he was close to their bigger ships.

      “Closing on the carrier,” he announced.

      “Are you insane?” Tequila called out.

      “They can’t risk missing and hitting their own ship,” Easy said.  “It’s the only cover we’ve got.”

      “Kitt, just a heads-up,” Hutch called over the com-link.  “A half dozen Navy fighters just launched from the carrier.”

      “Roger that,” Kitt said, feeling a lump forming in his stomach.

      “I don’t want to pour water on anyone’s fire, but maybe we should surrender,” Tequila suggested.  “Surely being captured is better than being killed.”

      “You are forgetting the trouble we had on Darius Three,” Big Candy said, his voice not quite as sweet and encouraging as before.  “The authorities would have no qualms about throwing us onto a penal colony for the rest of our lives.”

      “Don’t worry,” Easy said.  “Kitt’s got this.”

      He was racing past the belly of the big carrier, which was really more of a flying space station.  The GU built massive capital ships.  Their laser cannons alone were bigger than the Saturday Night Fever.

      “Hutch, you keeping tabs on the big guns?” Kitt asked.

      “Oh yeah, they haven’t tried to target us yet,” Hutch said.

      “We’re too close,” Easy said.  “And they’ve got their own ships closing on us.  I wouldn’t worry about the carrier.  Not yet anyway.”

      “It’s hard not to,” Tequila said, not realizing Easy’s pep talk wasn’t for her.

      Kitt was busy changing directions.  The ship flipped and slid through space, constantly changing directions while trying to maintain a basic heading away from the blockade.  More laser fire occasionally flashed through space, though it was rarely close to hitting the Fever.

      “We just crossed the blockade,” Kitt said.  “Here’s where it gets tricky.”

      “Three more minutes,” Hutch said.  “Fighters are closing in.”

      Kitt put the ship in a climb.  On his screen he could see the launch point.  If the reactor had been ready he could have reached it in less than a minute, but things were getting dicey.  On his radar he could see the fighters.  Two were following his wake; the other four had split wide to box him in.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” Kitt said, his feet pressing down on the pedals while he jerked back on the throttle.

      The retro ship continued moving upward, but her rear end swung around until she was flying backward.  A warning light flashed on his console alerting Kitt to the danger of the fighters who were tracking him with their targeting computers.

      “Come on, baby,” Kitt said, his hand on the throttle levers.  “Show them what you’ve got.”

      He slammed the levers forward.  Two engines flared with power as the Fever suddenly reversed course, turning the inverted climb into a steep dive.

      “They’re turning to pursue,” Hutch said.  “Forty seconds until reactor ignition.”

      “Just a little longer,” Kitt said.

      The fighters were swarming after him.  He slid the ship from side to side, flipping and twisting.  Laser blasts lit the space around them in dire red light.  Two of the shots hit the ship’s shields and ricocheted away.

      “Were we hit?” Tequila asked.

      “Those were minor impacts,” Hutch said via the com-link.  “Shields holding at ninety percent.

      “How long?” Kitt asked, as he put the ship into a tight turn, followed by a spiral loop.

      The fighters weren’t holding back.  They maintained some distance and fired whenever the opportunity presented itself.  It was a bit like trying to run through a rainstorm without getting wet.  Kitt zigged and zagged, but it was impossible not to take some hits.  The shields were saving them, but each hit bled off the shield’s effectiveness.

      “Fifteen seconds,” Hutch said.  “Shields at sixty percent.”

      The ship’s artificial gravity was such that no one on board the ship felt the crazy maneuvering other than Kitt, and then only a fraction of the true centrifugal forces.  He also felt the shimmies and shakes caused by the laser hits.

      “They’re all behind us,” Kitt said.  “Can you put all the shields on our rear?”

      “Yeah, just a second,” Hutch replied.

      “That interdictor is turning,” Easy said, his voice steady but serious.  “If it gets the gravity well on us before we jump, we won’t be able to get away.”

      “Almost there,” Kitt said through clenched teeth.

      “Rear shields back to ninety percent,” Hutch said.  “Reactor is coming online.  I’m directing all power to the engines.”

      For a moment nothing changed, then the Fever’s other two engines lit.  The ship jumped forward with such speed and momentum that it took all of Kitt’s skill just to keep the ship under control.  He reached out and activated the hyperdrive, giving the computer authority to make the jump as soon as they reached the right point in space.

      “The fighters can’t keep up!” Hutch said triumphantly.

      Kitt knew the Fever was fast, but she couldn’t outpace military fighters.  They were backing off because they didn’t want to get caught in the interdictor’s gravity well.  It would be like getting caught in a blackhole.  Once the Fever was in the grip of the interdictor’s tractor beams, she would never escape again.

      “Almost there!” Kitt said.

      Everyone watched and waited to see what would happen.  Kitt felt as if he were flying between two massive obstacles that were closing in on both sides.  He realized they weren’t going to make it to the jump point in time.  Fear made him feel weak, but he reached up and flipped back the hyperdrive’s manual controls, and for the second time in less than twenty-four hours, he threw caution to the wind.

      The transition didn’t feel strange.  But the stars that had been just static points in space elongated and began to streak past them.  Kitt only kept them in hyperspace for a few seconds, but it was more than enough to get away from the ships in the blockade.  And when they dropped out of hyperspace they were in a solar system.  He felt an icy sense of fear rush through him.  Directly ahead of the Saturday Night Fever was a red giant.  A millisecond more in hyperspace would have sent them straight through the massive star, killing them all instantly.  He turned the ship around and started the nav computer calculating their position.

      “Where are we?” Tequila said.  “This isn’t the Fanning Belt.”

      They could see a small planet nearby and another in the distance.  Between them was a space installation.  The lights blinked and flashed in the ominous red glow of the system’s dying sun.

      “I’m not sure,” Kitt said.  “I had to make an intermediary jump.”

      “You mean…” Big Candy said, his voice sounding angry.

      “We didn’t have a choice,” Kitt said.  “Even at full power we couldn’t have made the pre-arranged jump point before getting caught by that interdictor ship.”

      A silence settled on the bridge, and Kitt knew his brothers were angry.  He couldn’t blame them.  In fact, he was still trembling at the realization of how close he had come to killing them all.

      The navigation computer chimed, telling him where they were in bright letters that seemed somehow out of place in the red system.

      “This is the Luscipherios system,” Kitt said.  “But there’s no record of a settlement here.”

      “No GU records, at least not public records at any rate,” Easy said.  “My guess is that’s Waypoint Station.  The ICP has set up several installations like this to help get goods across contested space.”

      “Could we get hydrogen there?” Tequila asked.

      “Probably,” Easy said.  “But we need to keep our guard up.”

      “Indeed,” Big Candy said, looking hard at Kitt.  “You never know who you can trust these days.”

      “We’re below a quarter tank of hydrogen,” Kitt said.  “If we can get some there, I think it’s a good idea.”

      “We all agree,” Hutch said over the bridge speakers.

      “I’ll get us moving,” Kitt said.  “We can reach the installation in about an hour.”

      “That should give us time to get ready,” Kitt said.  “We’ll need your money, Big.”

      “Of course, I’ll get it for you,” the gambler replied.

      “Haruka, will you meet me at my cabin?” Easy said.  “I’ve got some things you’ll want to look at.”

      Everyone left the bridge but Kitt, who flew the ship toward the installation.  He wasn’t a religious person, but he couldn’t help but feel like someone was watching over them.  After whispering a quiet “thank you,” he accelerated the Saturday Night Fever toward the ICP installation, hoping they would be well-received, but knowing they might be leaping from the frying pan into the flames.
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      “Is this business or pleasure?” Haruka asked.

      The question sent a euphoric sensation through Easy.  He wasn’t the type of person who usually got goo-goo over a pretty girl, but he felt a real connection to Haruka.  She hadn’t experienced the horrors of war the way he had, but she had the same martial worldview.  And he felt almost more kinship with her than his own brothers, who were different from him in so many ways.

      “Business, unfortunately,” Easy said.  “Although I want to revisit the pleasure idea sooner rather than later.”

      She looked down and away from him, as if she were shy and slightly embarrassed at how forward Easy was being.  He took it as an encouraging sign.  Taking his time, he squatted down and pulled out his hardcase from under the bed.  He set it on the small table in his cabin and flipped open the latches.

      “What’s this?” Haruka asked.

      “We’re in ICP space,” Easy said.  “They aren’t shy about self-defense here.  Everyone carries a weapon.  I’m guessing you’re familiar with firearms?”

      “I can shoot, but I prefer not to,” she said honestly.  “Weapons are illegal on Darius Three.”

      “Well, they aren’t here,” Easy said.  “And we want ours to be seen.”

      He opened the case, and Haruka whistled a low, extended note.

      “You come prepared,” she said.

      “Better to have it and not need it,” he replied.  “Take your pick.”

      There were four pistols nestled in the foam that had been cut to fit each one.  She took a slim laser blaster that had a narrow barrel that flared at the muzzle.  It was a bronze color, with a black grip.

      “The Heathcock Royal Service weapon,” Easy said.  “That was a gift from the guards corps on Julius Three.”

      “It’s beautiful,” she said.

      “It’s lethal up to fifty meters.  After that it depends on the target, but it won’t blast through the hull of the space station,” Easy said.  “I’ve got a magnetic holster for it.”

      He pulled a belt from his rucksack that had several attachments.  One was a pair of magnets.  He pulled them apart and handed them to Haruka.  She put one just inside the waistband of her pants and the other on the outside.  The pistol snapped to the magnet.  Easy handed her a small power supply the size of his finger.

      “It’s got a full charge,” he told her.  “That’s good for about twenty shots, but I always carry a back-up, just in case.”

      “You are a careful man,” she said.

      “It pays to be,” he told her.

      “What will you carry?”

      “In my condition, I’ll stick with this,” he said, pulling out a short tactical rifle with a folding holo-stock and a stubby barrel.  “It’s a Sentry AR model 800.”

      He carefully hung a lanyard around his neck and clipped the short rifle to it.  “It can fire a range of ammo, but I’ll have non-lethal rubber bullets in it that won’t damage the ship or the station.  I’m not sure how much use I’ll be in a fight.”

      “You think we’ll need to?” she asked.

      There was no fear in her voice, but she wasn’t looking for a fight either.  She gazed at him.  Easy was taller than she was, but he felt like he was dealing with an equal.

      “Maybe, maybe not.  I guess it depends on who they want to vet us.”

      “You think they may consider us to be spies?”

      “It’s possible,” Easy said.  “The ICP doesn’t stay independent by trusting everyone they meet.”

      “Point taken,” she said.

      “We’ll arm Big Candy too, and Hutch,” Easy said.  “I think it’s best if Tiffany and Tequila stay on the ship.”

      “I should stay too,” Haruka said.  “My job is to protect Ms. Velarro.”

      “Would you consider letting me do that?” Easy asked.  “I’m not very mobile, but I can guard the ship.  I would consider it a personal favor if you kept an eye on my brothers.”

      She smiled, once more glancing down before replying.  It was like she needed a second to  keep her emotions in check.  When she looked up, she wasn’t smiling, but there was a gleam in her eyes.  “I would be honored,” she said.

      “Thank you,” Easy said.

      He pulled out his Dyson Warhammer assault rifle and the Cummings M&P pistol from their places in his kit, along with a traditional holster and a military harness for the rifle, and carried them out of his cabin.

      The pain in his chest was easing with each passing hour.  The cold pack and anti-inflammatory meds had done their work.  The laceration was no longer bulging and threatening to split open.  It would take a few weeks to heal properly, but Easy felt things were moving in the right direction.  His broken rib however still hurt terribly if he moved fast, turned the wrong way, or breathed too deeply though.  He had to force himself to slow down and walk gingerly.  He kept his body rigid as he climbed the stairs to find Hutch.

      “Hey Easy, ready to make some new friends I see,” Hutch said.

      “This is for you,” Easy replied, holding out the pistol.

      Hutch looked surprised.  “Hey man, I’m not really a gun person, if you know what I mean.”

      “I do,” Easy said.  “Put this on your belt anyway.”

      He chuckled nervously.  “I really don’t think that’s a good idea.  I mean, I’m not afraid of a fight, but I don’t want to kill anyone.”

      “I don’t expect you to use it,” Easy said.  “But everyone on that space installation will be armed.  If you aren't, you'll be suspect from the get-go.”

      “Oh, well, I mean, I get that, but I still don’t really feel comfortable carrying a firearm.”

      “Put it on, or stay on the ship,” Haruka said.

      Hutch looked from Easy to Haruka.  She was shorter than he was and seemed almost skinny, but there was a firmness in her tone that said she wasn’t making a suggestion.

      “Yeah, okay, I can wear it,” Hutch said.

      “Keep in mind that the people on that station will be wary,” Easy told him.

      “You’re coming, right?” Hutch asked.

      “Not this time,” Easy said.  “With this busted rib I won’t be much help.”

      “Oh,” Hutch replied.

      “Haruka will be with you and Big Candy,” Easy said.  “I trust her.”

      “Yeah, alright,” Hutch said.  “We’re just looking to buy some hydrogen, water, and oxygen.  That shouldn’t be a big deal, I think.”

      “You never know on an ICP station,” Easy said.  “Play things close to the vest.”

      Hutch nodded.  “That I can do.”

      They all three went back downstairs and found Big at the small bar in the corner of the common room.  He was mixing a drink in a stainless steel shaker.

      “I can make more,” he said, “but this first one is for me.”

      “So is this,” Easy said, carefully holding out the assault rifle.

      Big Candy smiled.  “Are we playing dress-up now?”

      “We’re going to look the part,” Easy said.  “You’ll be carrying a lot of money onto that station.  You’ll need protection.”

      “Show me how it works,” he said, putting down his drink.

      Easy had to slide the straps to their largest setting, then slung it over one of Big’s round shoulders and his head.  He clipped the rifle in place so that it hung across Big’s chest for easy access.

      “What have we gotten ourselves into?” he wondered as Easy showed him the settings and how to use the rifle.

      “We’re not in the GU anymore,” Easy said.  “These people aren’t worried about getting arrested or sent to jail.  If a person can’t protect themselves they’re an easy target for outlaws, of which there will be plenty in this space station.”

      “Including us,” Haruka pointed out.

      “She makes a compelling argument,” Big Candy said.  “Perhaps I should save my cocktail for when we return?”

      “I think that’s the best idea you’ve had in a long time,” Easy said.  “Haruka will be your protection.”

      “I feel safer already,” Big said.

      “This isn’t a joke,” Hutch said.

      “No, I will rein in my natural charisma,” Big Candy said.  “Let’s get what we need and fulfill dad’s dream.”

      “That’s the ticket,” Easy said.

      Kitt’s voice came through the speakers.  “I’ve made contact with Waypoint Station.  We’ve been cleared to dock.  Ten minutes.”

      “You shouldn’t need to go far,” Easy said.  “They’ll have fuel in the docking arm.”

      “Perhaps it would be best to explore a little,” Big said.  “There could be other resources we are in need of.”

      “We can always come back,” Hutch said.  “This isn’t a vacation, you know.”

      “He might have to find someone to trade with,” Haruka pointed out.

      “She’s right,” Easy said.  “The station may not trade in GU credits.”

      “Then let the adventure begin,” Big Candy said.
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      The ship docked smoothly.  Tiffany and Tequila waited just inside the ready room with Easy.  There was a monitor in the room that overlooked the cargo area where Hutch, Big Candy, and Haruka waited for the airlock to cycle.  Tiffany pressed an icon on the touch-sensitive screen to bring up the dock camera’s video feed.

      A thin man with his hair in a long braid and wearing grease-stained coveralls waited just outside.

      Hutch led the way through the airlock, with Haruka at his side.  Big Candy had to wait for the airlock to cycle again so that he didn’t overcrowd the small space.  The man in the space installation dock watched them warily as Hutch and Haruka stepped through and into the plain corridor.  There were none of the usual trappings found on GU installations.  The walls and deck were bare metal.  Along the ceiling thick pipes ran down the length of the docking arm.  The lights were small LEDs with protective metal cages over them.  The corridor was dim, dirty, and Hutch thought it smelled like the inside of an engine block.

      “Docking fee is two-fifty,” the man said.  He had a wad of something in his mouth, but had no trouble forming his words.  “You need refueling, we got hydro, water, air, and nitro.  You pay before you pump.”

      “Do you take GU hard credits?” Hutch asked.

      “This your first time through the blockade?  I shoulda known as much, fancy ship like that.”

      “It is,” Hutch said.

      “Outlaws or sympathizers?”

      Big Candy stepped out of the airlock and spoke up immediately.  “Prospectors,” he said proudly.

      “Takes all kinds,” the man said.  “You’ll need to trade for real money.  We don’t do digital, and we don’t take GU credits.  Down the docking arm you’ll find a lift that’ll take you up to the Exchange.  I can take the docking fee once you’ve converted your credits, but I’ll be locking your ship up till then.”

      “Very good,” Big Candy said.  “And your name is?”

      “Erskine.”

      “It’s a pleasure,” Big Candy said.

      “Takes all kinds,” the man mumbled as he picked up a security clamp and went to work securing the Saturday Night Fever to the space station.

      Big Candy enjoyed exploring new places, and even though Waypoint didn’t have the posh decor he was accustomed to, the moment he stepped out of the lift and into the Exchange he felt at home.  The smell of food wafting through the air was intoxicating, and the sounds of conversations mixed with laughter was music to his ears.  After the tension of the last twenty-four hours he couldn’t help but grin.

      “This is more than I hoped for,” he said.

      “Just remember what we’re here to do,” Hutch said.

      “How could I forget,” Big Candy said, leading the way through the neatly arranged rows of booths.

      Haruka was close, like a shadow behind the two men.  She never spoke, nor did she sample the foods that were offered to them.  Big Candy knew what they were looking for wouldn’t be found among the food vendors, but he found himself drawn to them.  Hamburgers with grilled onions and melted cheese, battered and fried chicken in sweet sesame sauce, roasted ears of corn dipped in butter, funnel cakes, crispy glazed donuts, large haunches of meat roasted over open flames–it was a culinary playground.  From simple to exotic, there were entire booths selling kegs of beer, aged wines, fruity beverage powders, even fresh milk.  It was a little hard to believe.  Taxes and regulations had long ago stopped such open air markets in the GU.  And those that were off grid were less colorful and certainly lacked such splendid food offerings.

      “None of this is good for your health,” Hutch said, while he was munching a sample from a vendor selling funnel cakes.

      “No, of course it isn’t,” Big Candy agreed.  “But it’s good for the soul.  Would you have believed this was what an ICP space station was like?”

      Hutch shook his head.  “No, I guess not.”

      They moved past the food vendors and found booths selling clothes, tools, ship components, PCLs, and even weapons.  The booths were decorated with colorful flags representing different worlds and regions on those worlds.  There were big banners behind the booths, and the people manning them sat chatting with customers who walked up or with other vendors.

      “What are we looking for?” Hutch asked.  “I don’t mind having a look around, but I feel a little guilty just browsing while the others are stuck on the ship.”

      “Don’t feel guilty,” Big Candy said.  “We aren’t browsing, we’re exploring.  And we’re looking for someone who does business on both sides of the contested zone.”

      They found a booth with component parts salvaged from ships, or more likely stolen from them.  The vendors, two men, looked different than most of the others in their drab clothing and with their hawkish stares.

      “Here we are,” Big Candy said to Hutch.  “Let me do the talking, eh?”

      “Sure,” Hutch said.  “Be my guest.  Just remember that everyone here is armed.”

      They had seen plenty of weapons, old and new, from small pistols to huge rifles.  Just the sight of so many guns made Hutch nervous.  The open carrying of weapons by civilians had been outlawed by the GU long before any of the McCoy brothers had been born.  Even knives outside of restaurants were rare.  But on Waypoint everyone had a gun and a knife, and usually more than one.  They seemed to be as much a fashion statement as the colorful clothes they wore.  It was obvious that some people were wearing clothes they had made themselves–many had coats quilted from scraps of cloth, and some wore outfits lined with animal fur, another practice that had long been illegal in the GU.

      “How could I forget,” Big Candy said cheerfully.

      They approached the booth with the stolen goods.  The vendors wore knee-length jackets of synthetic materials that stood out among all the colorful garb for being plain and dreary.  Hutch realized that most of the people were wearing clothes made from natural materials, not synthetic fabrics.  His own clothes were drab and stiff in comparison.

      “Gentlemen,” Big Candy said.  “Today is a most fortunate day for you indeed.”

      “That so?” one of the men said.  He was big through the shoulders, with a nasty facial scar that parted his wiry beard.

      “Yes,” he said.  “My friends and I find ourselves in need of currency on this station.”

      “We ain’t hiring,” the other vendor in the booth said, a balding man with dark eyes.

      “Oh, we have money, just of the wrong variety,” Big said.  “We were hoping you could help us by exchanging GU hard credits for real money here.”

      “GU hard currency isn’t good for much,” the first man said.

      “My name is Big Candy, and this is my brother Hutch,” Big said.  “May I inquire as to your name?”

      “You gov agents?” the scar-faced man asked.

      “Heavens no,” Big Candy said.  “I make my living playing poker.  Hutch here is a computer engineer.”

      “What about her,” the balding man asked.  “She an agent?”

      “No, she’s private security,” Big Candy said.

      The two men looked surprised, either because Haruka didn’t seem like the type most people expected security professionals to look like, or maybe because they realized they were dealing with people who they assumed were wealthy enough to afford private security.

      “I’m Saazar,” the man with the scar said.  “My friend here is Njokou.” He pronounced the second name like “n-jock-eww.”  “We could probably help you out.  How much do you need?”

      “Enough to pay our docking fee, fill our empty hydro tanks, and maybe have a little left over,” Big Candy said.

      “Hydro is ten bucks a gallon,” Saazar said.  “How big are your tanks?”

      Big Candy looked at Hutch.  “We’ve got three one thousand liter tanks.  Hydrogen, water, and oxygen.”

      “Well, you’re talking over seventy-five hundred in hard currency just to fill your tanks,” Saazar explained.  “The exchange rate here is usually ten to one.  But there aren’t many around here with enough real money to service your needs, and even fewer who are willing to trade for GU funny money.”

      “If it ain’t legit, we’ll know,” Njokou said.

      “It’s real,” Big assured the men.  “You want a hundred thousand credits for ten thousand dollars, is that what you’re saying?”

      “No,” Saazar said.  “I’m saying that’s the normal rate.  An exchange this big costs extra.  One-fifty GU hard credits for ten thousand in a mix of local currencies.”

      “One fifty for fourteen thousand,” Big replied.

      “This isn’t a negotiation,” Saazar said.

      “Everything is a negotiation,” Big replied.

      “Okay,” Saazar said.  “How about this?  I keep my money, and Njokou takes what he wants from you.  Ain’t no law here to stop us from getting the jump on a few dandies in way, way over their heads.”

      “You could try,” Haruka said softly, but she stared straight into Saazar’s eyes.

      He must have seen something he didn’t like.  “One fifty for eleven thousand,” he replied.

      “Make it twelve,” Big said.  “You know we’ll get there eventually.  Besides, you’re both making out like bandits.”

      Big Candy looked around as he said bandits, eyeing their goods.  He reached into one pocket of his jacket and withdrew a wad of GU hard currency bills.  Then he retrieved another wad from a different pocket.  He counted out a hundred and fifty one hundred credit notes and stuffed the rest back into a pocket.

      Hutch knew Big had more, a lot more, and from the way Saazar and Njokou looked at him they suspected as much, but there was no way to hide the fact that they had money.  Big Candy let his hands rest on the assault rifle slung across his chest.

      “I’ve shown you mine,” he said with a smile.  “Time to show me yours.”

      Saazar nodded to Njokou, who pulled out a metal box from underneath their table.  He thumbed the print reader and opened the container.  Inside were a variety of bills, all paper money that looked old and well-used.  He started counting.  When the transaction was finished, Big Candy took the money and extended his hand.

      “A pleasure doing business with you both,” Big Candy said.

      Saazar shook his hand.  “You didn’t say what business brought you to this side of the zone.”

      “Indeed, I didn’t,” Big Candy said.  “Good day, gentlemen.”

      He walked away.  Hutch lingered for a moment, watching the facial expressions of the two men.  They were suspicious and untrustworthy.  Hutch was almost certain they could have gotten a better deal from someone else, but he was used to business people operating legitimate enterprises and obeying GU regulations.  They were past all that and in a world where a person had to be ready to defend themselves at all times against anyone who might want to do them harm or take their possessions.  It was a bitter pill to swallow, but Hutch was glad for the reality check.  He just hoped they wouldn’t run into trouble from the two criminals Big Candy had chosen to do business with.

      “We should get food for the ship,” Big said.  “I’m thinking we get a variety of options.”

      “How can you be thinking about food right now?” Hutch asked.  “You know those guys are going to come looking to get whatever they can for us.”

      “Indeed,” Big said.  “It’s the law of the jungle now, Hutch.”

      “Then why did you just do business with those two goons?”

      “I’ll explain it to you in just a minute,” Big said.  “Hello, yes, can I get seven of your fine burgers, please?”

      He paid for the food and turned back to his brother.

      “Those goons had what we needed,” Big said.  “They were obviously working both sides of the contested zone.  I’m guessing all the goods in that drab little booth were stolen from ships in GU space.  Which I deduced made them the kind of people who can spend the hard credits that aren’t legal with legitimate businesses.  Secondly, they aren’t regulars here, so they won’t have friends to help them when they do come at us.  It’s just the pair of them, Saazar and Njokou against the world, so to speak.  I thought the odds favored us.”

      “Sometimes, I don’t think I know you at all,” Hutch said.  “You got all that just from looking at them?”

      “Reading people is an art of which I am well-acquainted, Hutch.  In poker, you don’t play the game, you play the people.  Surely you’ve heard that before.”

      “Only on movies,” Hutch replied.

      Big took a sack full of greasy hamburgers from the vendor and moved to the next booth.  He bought enough food to feed everyone on board the Saturday Night Fever twice.  Then they took the bounty back to the docking arm, paid Erskine the docking fee and enough money to top off the hydro tanks, which the rough-looking worker began to do immediately.

      When he stepped onto the Fever Big called out, “We return as conquering heroes, with the spoils of war!”
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      The food was delicious and terrible at the same time.  Easy ate his fill, and then some, as did most everyone else.  The lone exception was Haruka, who ate a small portion and saved the rest.  Easy could tell she was on alert, and they kept on the ship’s external camera feeds on a bank of screens in the common room.  There were ships coming and going from the space station and people moving through the docking arm past where the Saturday Night Fever was berthed.  The only person of interest though was Erskine, who diligently pumped hydrogen, water, and oxygen into the ship’s storage tanks via the clearly marked injectors beside the airlock.

      “We’re at full capacity,” Hutch declared.  He had been keeping tabs on the refueling operation.

      “We can go then,” Kitt said.  “I’ll start preflight checks now.”

      “Wait,” Big Candy said.  “I have to settle with Erskine, and we aren’t quite ready to leave just yet.”

      “Why?” Kitt asked.

      “You never call it a night when there is still money left on the table,” Big Candy said.

      “He just wants more food,” Hutch complained.

      “No, I’m quite satisfied,” Big said, and while he had eaten from several of the different foods that he had brought back from the Exchange, he hadn’t finished any of them.

      “Then what are you talking about?” Kitt asked.

      “I’m talking about the wealth of knowledge in this place,” Big Candy said.  “We are in desperate need of two things.  The first are contacts with people who would be interested in moving the quartzite.  I know people in GU space who would happily buy as much from us as we could supply, but I don’t know anyone here.”

      “Okay, that’s one thing,” Tequila said.  “What’s the other?”

      “I believe we need a more reliable route through the blockade,” Big said, looking at Kitt.

      “We ran it once,” Kitt replied.  “I can do it again.”

      “You made a blind jump that could have gotten us killed,” Big Candy said.

      “Seriously?” Kitt said, his temper flaring.  “You want to point fingers?  You of all people?”

      “I’m not blaming you,” Big said, “but I think we need a better alternative than thumbing our noses at the GU security along the contested zone.”

      “Well, that’s rich coming from you, who we just rescued from thugs who abducted you from Trajan Station,” Kitt said angrily.

      “Kitt, that’s enough,” Easy said, trying to calm his brother down.

      “The hell it is,” Kitt shouted.  “He wants to complain about my piloting when he’s got people trying to kill us.  Are you serious?”

      Big Candy seemed unfazed by Kitt’s fury.  “There are dozens of ships at this station that run the blockade regularly, and I doubt any are as talented as you, Kitt.”

      “Don’t try to play nice while you sling allegations and snide comments around,” Kitt said.  “We’re all in trouble with the law because of you, Big.  I may have underestimated the patrols we ran past, but I got us here safe and sound.”

      “And I’m funding this little venture,” Big said.  “You wouldn’t even have a ship if not for me.”

      “Guys, this is getting us nowhere,” Easy said.

      But Big wasn’t finished.  “How long have you been flying, Kitt?  And what do you have to show for it?  An empty apartment with a mortgage?  You’ve been shown the door, and it was only a matter of time before you were out on the street.”

      “You dirty–”

      “Tell me I’m wrong,” Big Candy said.  He reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of cash money.  “This is what I’m bringing to the table.  And not just the first time.”

      “We should have left you on Varsog,” Kitt said.

      “No, now that’s out of line,” Easy said.

      “We’d have been better off,” Kitt continued.

      “Kitt, no,” Hutch said, shaking his head.  “Let’s all just calm down.”

      “You think you can do this without me,” Kitt said.  “I’d like to see you try.  You got us all in this mess, Big.  Now you can get yourself out of it.  I quit.”

      He stood up and started walking to his cabin.  They all watched him go, the common room on the ship as quiet as a tomb.  For a moment they all tried to look at anything but each other.  Easy felt a pang of regret deep inside.  He knew their father wouldn’t want them fighting, but he also knew it was inevitable.  Sooner or later the brothers would butt heads–he just hoped it wasn’t too late to get them all focused on their goal.

      “I’m sorry,” Big said.  “I didn’t set out to ruffle Kitt’s feathers, but his mistake can’t be swept under the rug.”

      “It turned out okay,” Hutch said.  “And we’ve all made mistakes.”

      “Of course we have,” Big said.  “But I stand by what I said.  We need a safer way through the contested zone.  At some point we’ll have to go back, and I’d rather not do it in a GU corrections shuttle.”

      “We’ve all come pretty close to disaster,” Easy said.  “I’ve got the scars to prove it.”

      “What’s your point?” Big asked.

      “The point is we have to trust each other,” Easy said.  “We’re all in this together, even the women.”

      Tiffany looked up at Easy, a bright look of excitement on her face.  Tequila on the other hand looked away.  She wasn’t ready to admit that she was part of their adventure, even if she hadn’t willingly signed on for it.

      “It’s easy to point out someone else’s mistakes,” Easy said.  “But the truth is, Kitt got us through the blockade and to this station.  We’re way better off than we were.”

      “It was blind luck,” Big Candy said.

      “Some people make their own luck,” Tequila said quietly.

      “We could all say the same about your abilities at the poker table,” Hutch told Big.  “To us it seems like you’re lucky.”

      “I know what I’m doing,” Big Candy said.

      “And Kitt does too,” Easy said.  “If you think he wasn’t shook up by how close we came to getting caught or killed by making a blind jump through hyperspace, you’re wrong.”

      “He can take those kinds of risks with me,” Big said.  “Or you, but not with Tequila on board.  I won’t allow it.”

      “Don’t put me in the middle of this,” Tequila said.

      “No one is taking unnecessary chances,” Easy said.  “This is what life looks like.  Sometimes you walk right on the razor’s edge between life and death, even if you don’t know it or never acknowledge it.”

      “If we stay here those guys you traded with are going to come around,” Hutch said.

      “That’s another reason to stay,” Big said.  “We need to deal with them in a decisive fashion so we don’t have to worry about running into them when we least expect it.”

      “Are you going to deal with them?” Hutch asked.

      Big Candy looked at Easy, but said, “If I have to.”

      Hutch laughed derisively.  “You don’t get to risk our lives any more than Kitt does.”

      “He’s right,” Easy said.  “No one is dictating what we do.  We have to all agree.”

      “I’m just telling you what I think,” Big said.  “If I pushed too hard, I apologize.”

      “You should make amends with your brother,” Tequila said.

      “Kitt will need time to cool off,” Hutch said.  “He’s a pilot, and they all think they’re the best in the galaxy.”

      “You have to have an edge to fly in combat,” Easy said.  “He’s got all our lives in his hands when he’s behind the stick.  It’s a heavy weight to bear.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” Big said.  “We’re both hard-headed.  We used to fight all the time as kids.”

      “We remember,” Hutch said.

      “Well, at the very least we have money.  There are goods to be purchased here on Waypoint,” Big Candy said.  “Clothing for one.  Maybe some other things.”

      “I could get a few more tools,” Hutch said.  “And I need to run a diagnostic on the fusion reactor.  That’ll take a few hours.”

      “There are weapons,” Haruka said.

      “I wouldn’t mind checking those out,” Easy said.  “I’ve got some things to trade, and we can always use more ammo.”

      “It’s settled then,” Big replied.  “We stay, do what we can do, and I’ll apologize to Kitt.”

      Tequila looked at him with unveiled admiration.  Easy saw some pride on Big Candy’s face and couldn’t help but wonder if his eldest brother hadn’t manipulated the entire conversation so he could confront Kitt and score a few points with his lady friend at the same time.

      “We should go out in groups,” Easy said.  “No one goes alone.”

      “Tiffany and I will do some shopping,” Tequila said.  “Haruka can stay with us.”

      “I’ll take Big and Hutch with me,” Easy said.  “Just as soon as he apologizes to Kitt.”

      “Don’t you think he needs more time to cool down?” Big Candy asked.

      “I think he’ll cool down a lot faster once you make things right,” Easy said.  “Otherwise, Hutch and I will go alone.”

      “You can stay behind and guard the ship,” Hutch said.  “The kid and I need to stretch our wings while we’re still young.”

      “Ah, the old jokes,” Big Candy said with a sarcastic chuckle.  “I was wondering when we were going to get around to those.”
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      “We carry everything a person could want,” the gunsmith said.

      He was an older man with thick white hair, bushy eyebrows, and stubble on his dimpled chin.  He had a table laid out with tools behind the counter where he kept a wide array of handguns behind glass.  There was a rack of rifles at the rear of the booth, and the vendor was currently cleaning an old settler’s utility rifle that fired old-fashioned bullets, from scattershot to slugs.  It was a hunting rifle, but well-maintained.

      “You look like you know your way around a firearm,” the old man said.  “Military vet?”

      Easy nodded.  He was with Hutch and Big Candy.  They stood behind him, taking in the sights.  Big had made his apologies through Kitt’s doorway, and they weren’t well-received, but at least the effort had been made.  They were brothers, and fighting was inevitable, as was making up.

      “I have something to trade,” Easy said, holding out a Burlington 7-11 Auto.  It was a simple flechette pistol, but a commemorative edition that Easy had traded for over a decade earlier.  More of a collector’s piece than a practical firearm.  It was a remake of what was considered a transition weapon.  The “Seven Eleven,” so named because the flechette magazine held eleven darts and could be fired seven times before needing to have the compressed gas chamber recharged, had been used after gunpowder bullets were retired and before laser weapons became widespread.  The gun had silver inlay and ivory mounted on either side of the grip.

      “That’s one I haven’t seen in a long time,” the old man said.  “And well-maintained.”

      “I only shot it once,” Easy said.  “It uses the three centimeter flechette.”

      “It works?”

      “Of course,” Easy said.  “Guns aren’t much use if they don’t.”

      “Well said,” the old man agreed with a nod.  “Although I’ve got more than a few that don’t.  A man has to get parts wherever he can find them these days.”

      “Copy that,” Easy said.  “Would you be interested in the Seven Eleven?”

      “At the right price, what did you have in mind?”

      “I’m looking for a couple of tactical deck weapons,” Easy said.

      “Ah yes, tried and true self-defense guns.  I’ve got some.”

      “I hoped you would.”

      “I’d recommend the Drake Triple Six,” the old man said, pulling a short rifle from the rack.  It had a curved rear handle instead of a stock and a barrel shroud with holes to keep the shooter from touching the hot metal at the business end of the weapon.

      “The devil’s deck gun,” Easy said.  “Nice.”

      “Fires soft alloy pellets that are designed to put an intruder down without damaging ship systems or ricocheting back on the user.”

      “Not exactly deadly though,” Easy said.

      “Well, that’s true,” the old man said.  “And maybe that’s not a selling point to a man with your experience, but to most people that’s a plus.  They’ll put a big man down.”

      The proprietor was eyeing Big Candy with a sharp look.

      “Do you have ammo for them?”

      “I just got a full canister, five hundred rounds,” the man said.

      “How much?”

      “With your pistol as the trade, I could do two Triple Sixes and the ammo for seven hundred.”

      “You’ve got several deck guns back there,” Easy said.  “My pistol is pretty hard to come by.”

      “But it isn’t much use out here,” the proprietor said, waving his hand.  “Look around.  Do you see anyone with a flechette pistol?”

      Easy knew the gunsmith had the upper hand in the negotiation.

      “Five hundred,” Easy countered.

      “Tell you what, let’s do six hundred and sixty-six.  Call it poetic justice.”

      Easy laughed.  “Deal.”

      They were all armed, even Tequila and Tiffany, although Easy had run out of practical weapons.  The deck guns would be perfect in the ship if they ran into trouble and could be carried out and about in a pinch.  Easy took the guns; Big Candy paid the vendor and carried the canister of shells.

      After they left the gun dealer, Hutch browsed for tools.  He picked up a mineral cutter and several cans of epoxy.  They took their finds back to the ship, and Easy stowed one of the deck guns in the ready room and the other in the galley of the common room.  Both were loaded.  They were simple weapons that used an electric charge to ignite a gas propellant that launched dozens of tiny balls of soft metal alloy.  At close range the guns were bloody.  Across a space of ten meters the weapon would knock a person off his feet and leave them writhing in pain.  Each held six shots, and with a canister of five hundred shells, they wouldn’t need more ammunition for a long time.

      The women were still out shopping, and while Easy mounted the guns using magnets for easy and quick retrieval, Big Candy laid out his own plan.

      “Looks like we’ve got around a thousand dollars left,” he said, holding up a fold of bills.  “And I know just what to do with them.”

      “Open a savings account?” Hutch suggested.

      “No, that’s never the best use of money,” Big Candy said.

      “Dad always said with money you had three choices,” Easy said.

      “Spend, save it, or invest it,” the brothers all said in unison, which made them laugh.

      “What are you old ladies cackling about out here?” Kitt said, finally coming out of his cabin.

      “Remembering dad’s money advice,” Easy said.

      “What the old man didn’t include in his list was gambling it,” Big Candy said.

      “Probably because he considered gambling to be throwing your money away,” Hutch said.

      “He was never good at it,” Big said.  “He was too trusting and too emotional.”

      “You say it like it’s a bad thing,” Kitt replied.

      “Let’s not start fighting again,” Easy said.

      Kitt nodded and said,  “I didn’t mean to be contrary.  No offense, Big.”

      “None taken.  But this space station has what every spacer wants.”

      “Food,” Hutch said.

      “Trade goods,” Easy added.

      “And entertainment,” Kitt said.  “Is that what you’re thinking?”

      “Exactly,” Big said.  “Let’s go see what they’ve got going.”

      “Can we leave the ship unattended?” Hutch asked.

      “I wouldn’t,” Easy said.  “We don’t know that the Rosenshields haven’t put a price on our heads.  I don’t like the idea of strangers getting on board.”

      “Agreed,” Kitt said.  “I don’t mind staying here.”

      “Me either,” Hutch said.  “The only thing worse than losing your money playing cards is watching someone else do it.”

      “You don’t want to come up and get a drink?” Big Candy said.  “Maybe meet some ladies?”

      “That I wouldn’t mind,” Hutch said.

      “We’ve got drinks here,” Kitt said.  “Besides, lately, whenever you play cards, it usually requires a speedy getaway.  We’ll get the ship ready.”

      “Have a little faith in me,” Big Candy said.  “There’s no better place to make friends than at the card table.”

      “By letting people take your money?” Hutch asked.

      “Of course not,” Big Candy said.  “But you don’t have to win all theirs either.  And we need to connect with some of the people here.  Specifically someone who can move the quartzite.”

      “Okay, so it’s business, not pleasure,” Kitt said.

      “Oh, I never have one without the other,” Big Candy said.  “We’ll take the ladies too.  Tequila is quick on her feet and makes friends with all kinds of people.”

      “Well obviously, she’s friends with you,” Hutch teased.

      “I think it’s best if we don’t all go together at the same time,” Big said.  “It might be a little too obvious that we’re up to something.”

      “I can stay here and wait on the ladies,” Kitt said.

      “I don’t think Tiffany should go,” Easy said.  “It might trigger some painful memories, plus I doubt a young girl needs to be where we’re going.”

      “I’ll stay here with her,” Hutch said.  “I still need to run that diagnostic on the fusion reactor.  We don’t want a meltdown while we’re in the middle of nowhere.”

      “It’s settled then,” Big said, counting out five one hundred dollar bills.  “Give this to Tequila and tell her to meet us on the entertainment level.”

      “Sure,” Hutch said, taking the money.

      Big gave Kitt and Easy two hundred each, leaving himself with just three hundred dollars in the ICP hard currency.  There were several types of bills, all from different worlds, but clearly tradable on the space installation.

      “Let’s go see what this place has to offer,” Big Candy said.
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      The lift took all three men up to the highest level in the space station.  There were large panoramic windows that showed spaceships coming and going.  In the center of the round space were several establishments, including two hotels with tiny rooms.  Walking past them, Big Candy saw a variety of women plying the galaxy’s oldest trade.  Big never looked down his nose at anyone who was willing to work, from janitors to food service workers.  Eustace McCoy was fond of the saying “you deserve what you earn and nothing else.”  That principle had stuck with Big Candy, and even though he earned his living playing a game, he treated poker like a profession.

      They passed an old movie theater, a carnival arcade, a massage parlor, a bath house, several small restaurants, and two grooming establishments.  But the biggest and most popular section of the entertainment level was a saloon called the Double Diamond.  It featured a long, old world-style bar, complete with a mirror behind the rows of bottled spirits.  A band played music in one corner, and it was clear from the barmaids that there was more on the menu than just drinks.  But the biggest draw to the Double Diamond was dozens of felt-covered tables where patrons could play a wide variety of card games.  They were all games of chance that required money to play.

      Big Candy sighed contentedly.  “I think I may just stay here.  This is my kind of place.”

      “Bad food, rough characters, and a good chance you’ll lose everything you own,” Kitt said.

      “My home away from home,” Big Candy said.

      They went in and straight to the bar.  Kitt and Easy both ordered beer, but Big Candy ordered a Hurricane, which was composed of a variety of tropical fruit.  He held up his glass, took a sip, then smacked his thick lips.

      “Not bad,” he said.  “See you fellas in a few hours.  Don’t spend all your money at once.”

      “You notice he didn’t pay for that fruity drink he ordered,” Kitt said, handing the bartender a hundred and getting a wink in return.  She had dark skin and wore a tight-fitting top that looked more like a scarf than a shirt.  Glowing white tattoos covered her upper body, and her head was shaved on the sides to the back, while a thick braid of hair hung from the top of her head.

      “Doesn’t seem all bad,” Easy said, elbowing his brother.

      “No,” Kitt said, smiling at the bartender.  “I could get used to this.”

      Big Candy was drawn to a table on one side of the saloon.  The players all had tall stacks of chips, were sipping drinks from shot glasses, and were smoking hand-rolled cigarettes.  He found a table that was much less appealing, but that had a good view of the big money table.  He sat down, smiled at the other players, and got a few nods in reply.

      “What are we playing?” he asked as he handed the dealer his three hundred dollars.

      “Five ard Draw,” one of the other players said.

      The dealer handed Big a short stack of chips.  He set them on the table next to his drink and waited for his turn to play.

      Easy moved down the bar, giving Kitt some privacy as he chatted up the bartender.  He didn’t really enjoy the beer.  It was cold, but a little sour.  Still, he liked having something to keep his hands busy.  He found a small table in the corner, near the bar.  He sat down, nursing his drink and watching people.  It didn’t take long before a young girl, barely older than Tiffany, sauntered over.  She was wearing a skirt that was much too short and a tiny t-shirt that looked several sizes too small.  A thick mop of electric red hair spilled down her back.

      “You look like the kind of guy who could use some company,” she said.  “Mind if I join you?”

      “Actually, I’m waiting for someone,” Easy said.

      The girl pouted.  “You don’t like me?”

      “I don’t know you.”

      “We could change that,” she said.  “Buy me a drink and I can show you a good time.”

      Easy smiled, “I’m sure that’s true, but I’m fine.  Thank you.”

      “Well, if you change your mind, I’m called Venus.”

      “I won’t forget,” Easy said.

      “You’re not like most guys,” she said.  “What is it?  Am I just not your type?”

      “I’m old enough to be your father,” Easy said.

      “Some people find that to be a plus,” she said.  “I like older men.  You tend to know what you’re doing.”

      Easy chuckled.  “You’re a straight shooter.”

      “That’s sweet,” she said.

      “My friend just arrived,” Easy said.  “Thanks for keeping me company.”

      “Don’t forget,” she said.  “Just ask for Venus.”

      She walked away, and Easy raised a hand.  Tequila and Haruka had just entered the saloon.  Haruka was studying the room.  She nodded her head in acknowledgment of his wave, but stayed with Tequila who walked to the bar.

      Haruka was still in the black pants and black shirt with a short, stiff collar and sleeves that reached her wrists.  Her long black hair was still in the tight bun on the crown of her head.  The only colorful thing on her outfit was the pistol she carried on her right hip.  Tequila however was in new clothes, straight-legged slacks with a crease down each leg and a snug sweater with a thick collar that ran around the top of the sweater and reached her chin.  The small pistol grip of Easy’s Stinger Lite, the mini flechette pistol he usually carried concealed, was just visible between the top of her pants and the bottom of the thick sweater.

      Tequila walked to the bar and ordered a martini.  The bartender shook the drink and even tossed the shaker cup around in the air.  Easy knew she was showing off for Kitt.  The pilot had an effect on women.  Easy could catch a woman’s eye when he was in uniform, although a grunt was much less impressive than a decorated pilot.  Even though Kitt was a commercial pilot, and near the mandatory retirement age, he still impressed eligible women.

      Easy scanned the saloon again, never focusing too long on any one person.  He couldn’t afford distractions.  His ribs didn’t hurt too much as long as he sat still, but he kept his head on a swivel.  Most of the patrons were either focused on their playing cards or watching Tequila.  It took less than a minute for a man in a long tailored jacket to approach her and offer to pay for her drink.  Tequila accepted.  Both Haruka and Easy took note of the big pistol the man wore.  Many of the people on Waypoint carried old-fashioned projectile weapons, not flechettes but slug throwers, or what his drill instructors had called hand cannons.  And despite the fact that they were on a space station where a breach in the hull could be catastrophic, Easy doubted the old-fashioned weapons were loaded with rubber bullets.

      Easy had his Cummings M&P in a thigh holster.  It was more comfortable than carrying the Sentry AR, and certainly less intimidating.  The goal was to meet people, make connections, get the intel needed in order to be successful once they mined the quartzite.  But Easy would leave that sort of work to his brothers.  His goal was just to keep them all safe, despite the fact he was in no shape to be fighting.  It was what he did best, and so he sat in the corner, his eyes always scanning the room as he kept watch.

      Kitt, on the other hand, was actually enjoying himself.  The bartender’s name was Sanura, and she said her name meant kitten-like.  She had several tattoos of big cats from a tiger to a panther, all of them leaping to the attack.  She told him she wasn’t a kitten any more, and Kitt understood what she was talking about.  She insisted he call her Paka.

      They were flirting.  Kitt knew his salt-and-pepper, downturned eyes, and smooth jawline were still attractive.  He wouldn’t say he looked young for his age, but he didn’t look old either.  Flirting had always come easy to him–it was the commitment part of relationships that he always seemed to fail at.  Not that he was unfaithful to the handful of women he had dated seriously over the years, but he had heard the term “unreliable” more than once and knew it was true.  As much as he enjoyed being in a relationship, flying was his first love, and he never said no to a chance to get into the cockpit of a spaceship.

      While Paka prepared Tequila’s martini, Kitt looked around the saloon.  Big Candy had already won a few hands of poker.  His small pile of chips had grown into three small piles.  Easy was brooding in the corner.  Actually, Kitt thought, his baby brother wasn’t brooding–he was watching.  He kept his left hand on the glass of beer he was sipping, and his right hand close to the handle of the big laser pistol in the thigh holster strapped to his right leg.

      “You ready for another?” Paka asked him, after pouring Tequila's martini into a fancy glass.

      “You bet,” Kitt said, watching Tequila leave the bar out of the corner of his eye.

      Paka poured him another beer and set it down in front of him as Kitt finished off the first.  He picked up the little napkin square that Paka set the drinks on and wiped his mouth dry.  Then he handed her the glass.

      “So what brings you to Waypoint?” Paka asked.

      “Resupply,” Kitt said.

      “Where are you headed?” the bartender asked as she poured more drinks for one of the scantily clad barmaids, who was giving Kitt a look of approval.

      “Oh, here and there,” Kitt said.

      “A man with secrets,” Paka said.  “You know that just makes me curious.”

      “A little mystery is a good thing,” Kitt said.

      He sipped the new drink and glanced over toward Easy.  Haruka was sitting with him.  To Kitt, Haruka was completely unreadable.  She didn’t act the way women normally acted around him, nor did she seem to care about her appearance the way most women did.  Not that she wasn’t attractive, but she had an athletic build that she didn’t try to accentuate in fashion.  He was used to women who smiled when he walked into a room, and Haruka hardly noticed him.

      “A man of mystery,” Paka said.  “I like that.”

      “Oh, I’m not hard to figure out,” Kitt said.  “How long have you worked here?”

      “Long enough to be in charge of the bar,” she said.

      “You used to serve drinks?” Kitt asked.

      Paka smiled; she had dazzling white teeth.  “I could have.  But I’m pretty selective about the men I flirt with.”

      “Is that a fact?” Kitt asked.  “Well, I have to say you have impeccable taste.”

      “That’s what I’ve been told,” she said with a chuckle.  “I started behind the bar and worked my way up.  I manage the place now.”

      Kitt looked over his shoulder in time to see Big Candy getting up with two handfuls of poker chips.  A voluptuous barmaid with blond hair and big blue eyes was carrying his drink.  He sat down at another table and handed the barmaid a poker chip, which she slipped into her bodice.

      Satisfied that his brothers were doing what they came here to do, Kitt turned his attention back to Paka.  He didn’t have tattoos himself, but he liked hers.  In fact, he had never seen tattoos that glowed before.  The light in the saloon was low, with hanging lamps above the poker tables that directed the light straight down.  Above the bar there were neon and black lights that gave the saloon a retro feel and made the white tattoos on Paka’s black skin stand out.

      There was no difference between night and day on the space station.  It rotated slowly, but the red giant only cast an ominous light that was completely ignored by the people on the station.  Still, the saloon was starting to fill up.  Kitt guessed that some sort of schedule was kept by the vendors who ran the Exchange.  As more people came in, Paka’s job became more hectic.  She was always on the move, but somehow she managed to stay focused on Kitt and keep up a conversation as she flipped bottles and filled shot glasses with colorful drinks.

      “Seems like this is the busy time,” Kitt said.

      “Yeah, it picks up, but we stay busy most of the time,” she said.  “Spacers from all over stop at Waypoint just to have a good time at the Double Diamond.”

      “I wouldn’t want to keep you from your work,” Kitt said.

      “You think I can’t keep up?” she asked with a smile.

      “Actually, what I was thinking was if you get any time off?”

      “Why?  You have something in mind, flyboy?”

      “I haven’t been called a flyboy in a long time.”

      “It wasn’t an insult,'' she said.

      “Oh, I didn’t take it as one,” Kitt said.

      “I’ve got a few more hours on my shift.  You thinking about finding a way to pass the time?”

      “Actually, I’m looking for someone.”

      “Other than me?” Paka asked as she pretended to be insulted.

      “You have been a complete surprise,” Kitt said.  “The best part of this trip by far.”

      “That’s more like it,” she said.  “Who are you looking for?”

      “I don’t know,” Kitt said.  “Someone who’s been around for a while…on both sides of the zone.”

      “You stuck here?”

      “Not stuck,” Kitt said.  “But I need a more reliable way through the blockade.”

      “I think you need to see Peter O’Nally.  He’ll be here, and as long as you’re buying him drinks, he’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”
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      Tequila Velarro was escorted to a table with three other gentlemen, although two of the men looked more like criminals than the man who had purchased her drink.  He was tall, with a thin, carefully groomed mustache and what had once been a very fancy jacket.  He pulled out a chair for her, and then sat beside her.

      “I am Ramos, these are my business partners, Stephan and Pierre.”

      “It’s a pleasure,” Tequila said, sipping her drink.

      “There aren’t many female spacers,” Ramos said.  “And none as beautiful as you, if I may be so bold.”

      “Thank you,” Tequila responded.  “I’m actually just a passenger.”

      “How fortunate for us,” Ramos said.  “We have an elegant ship, the finest at Waypoint, I can guarantee you that.  And we have a stateroom available.  It would be our pleasure to take you anywhere you want to go.”

      “That is kind of you, but I have a ship.  What I’m in search of now is some excitement.”

      That brought smiles to the men’s faces.  Tequila had always been something of a rebel.  Her family had been conservative, but when she was a teenager she sought the thrill of being with people who had fewer reservations about life.  Her parents wanted her to marry and have a family, but Tequila preferred the single life.  She liked staying out late, attending parties, and especially playing cards.  It wasn’t unusual to find herself in rough company.  She had several close calls as a young woman, but had managed to keep herself out of trouble.  When she discovered her talent for gambling, things changed.  She stopped being a spectator or someone’s date at the wild parties, and became a player.  With plenty of money to lose, she learned how to read people and play the game.  Soon she wasn’t losing and built a name for herself.  She could have turned professional if she had been willing to leave Darius Three, but after her parents were killed in a hovercar accident, she couldn’t bring herself to leave home.

      “What type of excitement did you have in mind?” Ramos asked with a wicked smile.

      “I like to play poker,” she said.  “I have money.”

      “You are a player?” Ramos asked.  “That is an unexpected treat.  I myself was about to join a game.  Perhaps we can play together?”

      “If you like,” Tequila said.

      So began her night.  She and Ramos joined a game where Tequila quickly won all the money from her opponents.  Her five hundred dollars tripled.  Ramos, for all his efforts at charm, didn’t enjoy losing his money.  He left in a huff shortly after their game began.  Tequila wasn’t the best player, but she had something few people who played serious poker possessed—beauty.  Not that poker players were ugly, but most were men, and many found themselves entranced by her beauty.  They struggled to concentrate on the game, and others, in an effort to gain her attention, let their emotions show.  Tequila was a good player and an even better judge of people.  She took advantage of the players who couldn’t flirt without maintaining a poker face.

      With fifteen hundred dollars in chips, she was welcomed at the table where Big Candy had recently joined a group of serious players.  Her fifteen hundred was a fraction of what the other players had though.  Big Candy had nearly twice as much as Tequila, but they were happy to have a beautiful woman playing in their serious game.

      “Welcome,” one of the players said.

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      “We are playing Five Card Draw,” the dealer explained as he shuffled the cards.  “One hundred dollar ante.”

      Big Candy spoke up as if he had never met her before.  “You could watch for a hand or two, if you aren’t comfortable with the stakes.  These gentlemen and I wouldn’t want to scare you away.”

      “Let’s play poker,” another man said.  He had shifty eyes and a smoldering cigarette in the corner of his mouth.

      “Indeed,” the dealer replied.  “Ante up.”

      Everyone put in chips, including Tequila.  As the dealer passed out five cards to each player, she studied her opponents, giving each of them silent nicknames.  She thought of the dealer as Velvet because of the velvet jacket he wore.  It was fancy and looked new.  Beside him was Shifty, who just wanted to play poker.  He wore a black vest with a laser pistol strapped under one arm.  Next to him was a man with a bottle of what appeared to be some type of whiskey.  She named him Sour because she could smell the alcohol clear across the table.

      Big Candy sat next to Sour and on his other side was Shades, who had the biggest pile of chips and sported dark glasses.  Tequila sat next to the dealer, but on her other side was a portly man with dark skin and small hands.  He wore shabbier clothes than the others did, but had plenty of chips.  She thought of him as Dusty.

      Lifting her cards up carefully, she held them close to her body and glanced down at them.  She had a three, a nine, two jacks, and an ace.  It was a decent hand, but her cards were the least of her concerns.  She quickly moved her attention from the cards to the players.  The round of betting began with Shifty, who looked at her as he placed three hundred dollars into the pot.  There was something strange about him, but she couldn’t tell what it was.

      Sour folded.  Big Candy met Shifty’s bet, but didn’t raise it.  Shades tossed in five hundred dollars, meeting Shifty’s bet and raising it two hundred more.  Dusty folded, and it was Tequila’s turn to play.  The bet was already a third of her money.  She wasn’t used to playing with so little, but she felt she was being tested.

      “There’s no shame in folding,” Velvet said.   She knew he was trying to sound benevolent, but it came across to her as condescending.

      Of all the people she had played poker with, the only one who had ever really been a mystery to her was Big Candy.  The man could smile with a losing hand, feign emotions and tells that he didn’t really have, and flirt outrageously while munching on candy and drinking fruity cocktails for hours on end.  She knew at a glance that Shifty was testing her, just trying to see how she would respond.  Shades seemed excited.  He was breathing faster, which meant he probably had a good hand.  And Velvet was more concerned with keeping her at the table than winning her money.  The last thing he wanted was for her to lose big.  Yet she had a decent hand.

      “I’ll play,” she said calmly, picking up the chips she had and tossing them into the center of the table.

      “Well, alright then,” Velvet exclaimed.  “The lady is here to play.”

      He tossed his cards aside and turned to Shifty.  He wanted three cards.  Tequila watched him pick the new cards up slowly and look at them.  A vein began to pulse beside his eyeball.  It was a tell, but Tequila wasn’t sure if it meant he was excited or disappointed.  Normally she didn’t bet big until several rounds into the game when she felt she knew the players better.  But she didn’t often play with a partner.  She and Big Candy wouldn’t cheat, but if she lost he would still be playing and vice versa, which made her feel a little more like she could throw caution to the wind.

      Big took two cards, and then Shades took one.  It clearly wasn’t the card he was hoping for.  He didn’t sigh exactly, but his shoulders drooped a little, and his breathing slowed.  Tequila guessed he was going for a straight or a flush, but didn’t get the card he needed to complete his hand.  That left Big and Shifty.  She didn’t know what they had, but she had two jacks and an ace.  She put down the three and six, letting Velvet deal her two more cards.  She picked them up, her face a mask that concealed the thrill that raced through her body at the sight of a third jack.  Three of a kind was an excellent hand, but whether it was good enough to beat the other players, she didn’t know.

      “Bet is to you,” Velvet said to the man Tequila thought of as Shifty.

      He tapped the table.  It meant he wasn’t raising the bet.  Velvet turned to Big Candy, who likewise knocked.  Shades, on the other hand, bet another five hundred dollars.  He was clearly nervous, and Tequila assumed he was bluffing, but she didn’t want to be played for a fool.  Only it was her turn to bet or fold, and she didn’t have time to see how the other players would react.

      “Your bet,” Velvet said.  “Five hundred.”

      “Make it six,” Tequila said, sliding the cards across.

      Shades didn’t frown exactly, but there was disappointment in his eyes.

      “I’ll see your six,” Shifty said.  “Welcome to the game.”

      It was the first time he had said anything kind to her, and Tequila wasn’t sure if it was coming from confidence or just admiration at how she hit the ground running.  If she lost she would be down to just three hundred dollars.  Staying in the game with so little would be difficult, but Tequila didn’t mind a challenge.  There were other games where three hundred bucks would be welcome and where the stakes weren’t so high, but she liked playing the best.

      “Too rich for my blood,” Big Candy said with a smile.  “But I will say you bring a flare of excitement to the game.”

      His big smile was mysterious to Tequila.  She had seen him grin the same way while losing tens of thousands of credits.  Nothing fazed him or seemed to genuinely surprise him.

      “I’m out too,” Shades said, throwing his cards down in frustration.  He had what Tequila estimated was over ten thousand dollars in chips, but he seemed angry losing a thousand to her.

      “All right, all bets are in,” Velvet said after Shifty and Shades added their chips to the pot to match her bet.  “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      “Two pair,” Shifty said.  “Aces over fives.”

      He spread his cards out on the table with a wicked little smile, his eyes no longer seeming shifty as they bored straight into Tequila.  She hesitated, not revealing her hand right away.  Big Candy had taught her to play with some flare.  She glanced around, feinting nervousness.  Velvet looked at her with sadness, as if he wanted to save her from defeat.  Sour was busy dipping his drink, his eyes glassy and disinterested.  Big Candy grinned at her with a knowing look on his face, enjoying her little bit of theater.

      “I have three jacks,” Tequila said, sounding uncertain, just as Shifty was reaching for the pile of chips.

      She turned her cards over, revealing the winning hand.  He stopped reaching for the pot, his eyes flaring with anger.

      “You win!” Velvet declared.  “Three of a kind beats two pair!  Well done.”

      “I win?” Tequila asked, almost in shock.

      “Yes,” Velvet said, raking the pile of chips away from Shifty and toward her.

      “Nicely played, madam,” Big Candy said.  “It seems we have a card shark at the table, boys.”

      “Damn beginner’s luck,” Shifty snarled.

      He took the cards and began to shuffle them, while Tequila arranged and neatly stacked her poker chips.  She had gone from fifteen hundred to just under four thousand dollars in the very first hand.  Tequila hoped her luck held.

      The game went on, with Tequila folding the next three hands.  She played the fourth, but lost a thousand.  It was back and forth, with no one getting the obvious upper hand, although Big Candy and Shifty seemed to win more than they lost.  Tequila’s gaze kept returning to Shifty.  He was an odd-looking man.  His eyes never stopped roaming the table, and at times he stared at her body with undisguised lust.  Tequila was in her late forties, but had been blessed with excellent genes.  She had a curvy figure and was all too familiar with men who couldn’t keep from looking at her body.  There was no difference between men of wealth and men so poor they couldn’t rub two credits together if she gave them one.  If given the chance they all looked at her with the same hungry desire, although most people learned to hide it.  Some didn’t or chose not to.  The saloon was filled with scantily clad barmaids delivering drinks and flirting shamelessly with any patron who took an interest.  Some were even sitting on the laps of the spacers in the bar, rubbing their bodies against the men who slipped them a few dollars.  Tequila didn’t judge them, but she found it odd how many men were looking at her when there were clearly easier targets for their desire.  Her sweater showed off her curves, and Tequila didn’t mind the looks.  She preferred to have the other players focused on her body rather than her playing skills.

      On the sixth hand she saw it.  At first she was sure she had imagined it, but when Shifty dropped his gaze from her face to her body, his left eye flickered.  It was a glitch, like a hologram with interference, or a video feed that lost signal for a fraction of a second.  His eyes were dark, both slightly bloodshot, and like his nickname suggested, never stopped shifting around.  But his left one had done something strange.  She thought that it was pixelated–only eyes didn’t look like that.  Not natural ones at any rate.  She was determined to stay focused on him.  Something wasn’t right, and she wasn’t sure what, but she trusted her instincts.  Time would tell, and she didn’t expect to have to wait long for Shifty’s true nature to reveal itself to her, and probably everyone else at the table.
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      Easy sat at the table with Haruka next to him.  The saloon had filled with patrons, many lining the bar, and all the tables were taken.  More barmaids had appeared from the back rooms.  Some of them looked incredibly young; others were trying desperately to look younger.  Haruka scanned the room with Easy, watching for trouble, and there was plenty to be found, but fortunately none was focused on the people they cared about.

      “It’s kind of nice to have someone to work with,” Easy said.  “I’m usually watching Big Candy’s back alone.”

      “Same,” Haruka said.  “It is a lonely profession.”

      “How come you’ve done it for so long?” Easy asked.

      He was nursing his beer, still his first, and she had a glass of soda water with a chunk of lime stuck on the side, but didn’t drink it.

      “It’s what I’m good at,” she said.  “And Ms. Velarro has been a good employer.”

      “I’m sorry we got you tangled up in our mess,” Easy said.  “Hopefully we can get everything cleared up.”

      “I do not regret it,” she told him.  “Change is good.  Ms. Velarro never leaves Darius Three.”

      They watched as Kitt joined an old man with a face full of wrinkles, thin white hair, and two missing fingers.  The young barmaid who had flirted so shamelessly with Easy was draped over the old man, who didn’t seem to mind at all that he was old enough to be her grandfather.

      “Does this kind of scene bother you?” Easy asked.

      “Should it?” Haruka asked in reply.

      Easy shrugged his shoulders.  “I don’t know, maybe.  I mean, shouldn’t these women have more self-respect?”

      “Self-respect is for people with choices,” Haruka said.  “Many people in the galaxy don’t have many choices.”

      “So that’s it?  They should just sell their bodies for a loaf of bread?”

      “Have you ever been hungry?”

      “Not that hungry,” Easy said.

      “Me either,” Haruka said.  “So I don’t judge.”

      “I’m not judging the women,” he replied, then reconsidered.  “I mean, it’s not their fault I guess, but it doesn’t seem right.”

      “You are a man,” Haruka said.  “Different circumstances.  Most women don’t know how to defend themselves.  Look around, how many female spacers do you see?  No one is forcing anyone to do anything against their will.”

      Easy realized that he had lived in the black and white world of the Galactic military for so long that he had formed some pretty strong opinions about things he didn’t know a lot about.  There were soldiers who went to strip clubs and spent their entire paychecks paying for sexual favors.  He had never been that type of person, but until that moment with Haruka he didn’t register how harshly he had judged the people who did.

      “It makes me uncomfortable,” Easy said.  “I’m not like Big Candy.  I can’t tell when a person is being friendly because they like me or because they want something from me.”

      “You prefer a known target,” she said.  “My father was the same.”

      “Was he military?”

      “Ten years,” she said, “before he opened his gym to train fighters.”

      “It was easier,” he confessed.  “More dangerous, but at least you knew who the bad guys were.”

      “The enemy doesn’t make a person bad or good,” she pointed out.

      “I guess that’s true,” Easy said.

      The truth was he liked seeing things from a limited perspective.  Good and bad, right and wrong, truth and lies–it fit his nature.  And he had limited his focus down to his brothers and the ship.  He would protect them, and everyone else was wrong or bad, despite the fact that they had broken the law numerous times, and many people would argue that they were the bad guys.  He had killed on Darius Three not because he wanted to, or because he had reasoned it out and come to the conclusion that it was the right thing to do.  It was surprising to think that he had simply done what he had to do to survive and that perhaps he wasn’t all that different from the flirtatious barmaids in the saloon.

      “I like being with you,” Haruka said, which made Easy feel good.  “But I think it’s best if I go across the room.”

      He felt his heart sink a little.  “I can shut up if I’m distracting you,” Easy said.

      “No, you haven’t distracted me,” she replied, and actually put a hand on his arm.  “But I have a feeling Ms. Velarro is about to win big.  When that happens, some people get angry.”

      “Oh, okay,” Easy said.  “I’ve got your back.”

      “Thank you,” Haruka said.

      She got to her feet and started across the room.  Easy found himself watching her admiringly.  It was a surprise.  Not because he hadn’t noticed her before or even found her attractive before, but after criticizing the patrons who shamelessly gawked at the barmaids, he felt himself gawking at Haruka.  She glanced back and saw him looking.  For a second he was mortified to have been caught staring, but she smiled, and he felt a sense of excitement well up inside him.

      Haruka stopped at an empty spot at the bar, ordered a drink, then turned to survey the room.  The men on either side of her glanced at her, then focused either on their beverages or on the bartenders.  Paka wasn’t the only woman slinging drinks anymore.  And like the barmaids, they were attractive women in tight-fitting, low-cut clothing.  Easy knew it was the kind of place his father would have disdained, but he had a newfound sense of respect for the women in the saloon.  He fought because he had been trained to and had discovered that he had skill at it.  Were the women of the bar any different?  They had attributes and skills that were completely different, but in the saloon they were exceedingly effective.

      Still, Easy’s eyes kept returning to Haruka.  She didn’t have the same curvy figures as the barmaids, or even her employer.  Yet there was something about her that Easy found irresistible.  He reached down his thigh and flipped back the strap that held his pistol in place just in case Haruka was right that trouble was brewing.  Part of him wanted to see her in action again, and another part feared she might get hurt.

      His ribs were still incredibly tender.  Moving fast was out of the question, and in a hand-to-hand fight he would be more than useless–he would be a liability.  Still, he wanted to be on his feet if things went south.  He clenched his teeth against the pain, his upper body stiff to keep from moving the wrong way as he got to his feet.  Then he picked up his glass, still half full of frothy beer, and stepped away from the table.  The end of the bar closest to him was empty.  There were no stools, just the bar and a metal rail above the ground to prop his foot on.  Easy stood on both feet, not daring to lean his fragile ribs against the bar.  He put the glass on the smooth, polished surface, still holding it with his left hand.  His right at his belt, where he hooked a thumb in what he hoped was a casual manner, but really just allowed him to keep his hand near his pistol.  He surveyed the room again, searching for any sign of trouble.
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      Big Candy liked to have snacks at the card table.  It kept his hands busy.  There was no food in the saloon though, only drinks, so he settled for holding his cards with one hand and swirling the ice in his glass with the other as he watched the players.  He felt he had a good read on everyone but the player with the black vest.  The man struck Big as angry, which usually led to sloppy poker playing, but the man in the vest was winning.  His only real loss had been to Tequila when she first sat at the table.  Since then, the man had won three hands, and Big had tried to coax him into a large bet twice, only to have the man fold.

      Some players were excellent at spotting the tiny, involuntary quirks that revealed what a person was thinking.  Big considered himself to be just such a player, but perhaps years spent playing rubes at resort casinos had made him soft.  The people in the saloon weren’t professional card players, but they were hard men who took the game seriously.  And perhaps the man in the vest had spotted Big’s tells.

      A new hand was dealt, and Big had good cards.  He bet generously, but not so much that it would frighten other players off.  After the first round of bets and new cards, Big had a pair of aces.  It was a decent hand, better than most, but not unbeatable.  He had been hoping for a straight but ended up with just the pair, which was enough to go on, but not enough to bet big.  And it seemed that everyone had a good hand; only Tequila folded.  The other players stayed in, betting modestly at first, but soon the pot was large, and the bets were being increased.  Big Candy had already committed over two thousand dollars and didn’t want to fold, but he doubted his hand was good enough to win, and to stay in the fight he needed to bet another thousand.  The man in the vest was staring at him, almost daring him to stay in.  Big Candy wasn’t sure if the man had a good hand or was merely bluffing, but he had enough chips to call the other player.

      “Your loss,” the man in the vest said with a sneer.

      “Wait,” Tequila said suddenly.

      It was unusual for a player who had folded to interject during the game.  And Tequila was a stickler for the customs and protocols of the game.  For her to speak up was not just unusual–it was alarming.

      “I saw that,” Tequila continued.  “Did anyone else see that?”

      “See what?” the dark-skinned man sitting next to Tequila asked.  He was nearly all in on that hand and clearly nervous.

      “I didn’t see anything,” the drunk next to Big Candy said, which wasn’t surprising.  The man had lost every hand he played and didn’t seem to mind losing thousands of dollars as long as he had whiskey to drink.

      “You,” Tequila pointed at the man in the vest.  “You’ve got a computer-aided visual.  I’ve seen it three times now.”

      “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” the man snarled.  “But I’ll be damned if I let you cheat me out of this hand.”

      “He’s cheating,” Tequila said.  “I’m sure of it.”

      The man between her and the one in the vest spoke up.  “I’m sure we can settle this without animosity,” he suggested.

      “I can settle it,” the vested man said as he reached for his gun.

      Haruka appeared behind him, as if she were a ghost materializing out of the ether.  She grabbed his wrist as he started to draw his laser pistol and pulled him backwards.  The chair reared, and the man shouted as she jerked the weapon away from him.  His cards flew up in the air, and his free hand reached out, trying to gain purchase, but it was too late.  The chair fell backwards, thumping hard on the deck, spilling the man onto the floor.

      A card poked out from the edge of a hidden pocket in his vest.  Big Candy pointed at it, but before he could say anything Tequila did.

      “There!” she said, already pointing.  “He’s cheating.”

      “What the hell?” said the man in dark glasses next to Big Candy.  “You son-of-a—”

      “I’ll kill you!” the man in the vest screamed.

      Haruka was still standing behind him, so calm she seemed almost bored.  The man in the vest sprang up quickly and threw a punch at her, but Haruka leaned back, let the fist pass harmlessly in front of her face, and then she straightened.  She still had his laser pistol, which she disassembled in quick, practiced movements, popping the power supply from the handle and pulling the laser assembling out of the casing, before dropping all the components onto the floor.  Big Candy wasn’t a fighter, but he had seen plenty of fights in his day.  He wasn’t afraid to mix things up in his younger years, but he wasn’t skilled in any martial arts.  Instead, he had always relied on his size and strength.  Haruka was, in comparison to Big Candy, just a slip of a girl.  Thin, compact, but fast and sure of every movement.  When the man in the vest tried to grab her she swept his arm to the side, then twisted her body in an unexpected movement that flipped the man off his feet.  He landed hard on his shoulder and roared in fury.

      “Fight!” someone yelled as people began to pull their tables back away from Haruka and the man in the vest.

      Big pushed himself to his feet.  His leg was better, but far from healed.  He took his cane in one hand and the edge of the table in the other, and pulled it back out of the way.  Tequila joined him, and the other players made way.  The stacks of poker chips tumbled but remained mostly in place.  Big couldn’t help but notice the man in the vest’s cards that had been flung onto the table.  They all landed face up.  He had a full house, kings over aces–a nearly unbeatable hand.  The odds of getting it were astronomical with seven players, and Big had the other two aces in his hand.  It was, in his mind, additional proof that the man in the vest was cheating.

      Big glanced around, saw Kitt not far away, looking surprised.  Easy was standing alone near the bar, one hand on the pistol grip of his own weapon that was still in his thigh holster.  Tequila put a hand on Big’s shoulder, but he hardly noticed it.  His eyes were on Haruka again, and she was stepping away from the man in the vest, who was getting back to his feet.

      “I’m going to beat the living hell out of you,” he snarled.  “And then I’m coming for her.”

      He pointed at Tequila, but Haruka grabbed his arm, twisted it, and at the same time kicked the man’s feet out from under him.  He fell hard, and people laughed.  Haruka stepped back again, staying out of reach and calm despite the chaos.

      The population of the entire saloon was on its feet.  Some of the barmaids were on chairs so they could see over the men.  The cheater in the vest rolled to his knees, drew out a spring-loaded knife, and opened it.  The small weapon looked delicate but deadly.

      “I’ll cut your heart out you—”

      He never finished his threat.  With such speed that it was hard to see it clearly, Haruka kicked the knife out of his hand.  The blade flew right into his face, cutting his chin.  It wasn’t a deadly laceration, but it enraged the man in the vest.  He jumped toward Haruka, who spun out of the way.  He followed with a looping punch that she ducked under and countered with a series of punches.  Big wasn’t sure what she was targeting, but she not only knocked the breath out of the man, she brought him to his knees.  What surprised Big Candy most was Haruka’s strength.  She grabbed the back of the man’s vest and a handful of his hair, pulled him to his feet, then rammed her knee in his hip.  He yelped in pain and nearly collapsed, but Haruka had other plans.  She slammed him down on the surface of the table Big Candy and Tequila had been playing cards on.  She held his head down and pulled his eyelids open.  Then, with a flick of a finger, she knocked a clear visual enhancement aid off of his eyeball.

      It lay on the table, flashing information that was too tiny to make out, but it clearly showed he had been cheating.  Haruka looked at Tequila, who gave her a small nod.  Haruka dropped the man, who crumpled to the floor.

      “Well, that proves it,” the dark-skinned man declared.  He’s been cheating this whole time.  I say we divide up his money.”

      “It’s only fair,” the drunk agreed.

      “I think you better just step away,” an angry voice from the crowd said.

      Big turned and saw two men in bulky clothes.  They both had pistols drawn.

      “Mr. Vickers, you okay?” one of the men asked.

      “What the hell took you so long?” the man in the vest panted.  He was slowly getting onto his hands and knees.  “Shoot her, get the money, and let’s go.”

      “I wouldn’t,” Easy said, from across the room.

      The crowd parted.  Easy still had his gun in his holster, his hand resting lightly on the pistol grip.  He stood unmoved by the edge of the bar, but his voice carried authority.

      “Who the hell are you?” one of the men with pistols asked.

      “Kill him!” the man in the voice shouted.  “Kill them all!”

      To Big Candy, everything after that seemed to happen in slow motion.  One of the men raised his pistol toward Haruka, who didn’t move.  The other man started turning toward Easy.  How they knew what the other was going to do was a mystery to Big, but the men in bulky clothing, which hid body armor as Big later discovered, acted in perfect unison.  Only Easy McCoy was faster and better.  He drew his own laser pistol and fired a stun beam that hit the first man in the arm.  His pistol fell without firing a shot.  And at the same time Haruka sprang toward him, leaping over the man in the vest and kicking the man who had pointed his gun at her between the legs hard enough to lift him off his feet.

      The second man with a gun fired, but his blast shattered a bottle of whiskey on the shelf behind the bar and left a black scorch mark on the mirror.  It was close to Easy, but not close enough.  Easy fired again; his second stun blast hit the shooter in the chest.  Both of the men with the pistols were unarmed and down on the floor.  The entire fight had lasted less than two seconds.

      “Enough!” Paka shouted from behind the bar.  She had a big rifle with a large, dark barrel.  It was, Candy realized, a deck gun like the ones that Easy had purchased earlier that day.  “Weapons down,” the bartender ordered, but Haruka had never drawn her pistol, and Easy’s was already back in the holster.

      “Are they dead?” Paka asked.

      “No,” Easy said.  “I just stunned them.”

      “Better to put that type in the ground, but that’s not my call.  Get them out of my saloon.  All three.”

      There was no shortage of spacers anxious to help drag the men out, including the man in the vest who was forced to leave his money.  The game was over, but the night wasn’t.  After cashing in their chips at the bar, Kitt brought over the white-haired man he had been speaking with.

      “This is Peter O’Nally,” Kitt explained.  “He can help us.”

      “It’s probably best if we don’t talk here,” the old man said.

      Big Candy could hear the mumbling around him.  People were starting to think that he and Tequila were working some kind of angle together.  It was one of the reasons he had wanted to arrive at the saloon alone, but he couldn’t keep her from playing in the best game any more than she could keep him out of it.  They were both drawn to big action, and while the stakes didn’t seem as high as they did when using GU credits, the local money was just as valuable.

      “You have a suggestion?” Big asked.

      “The Moonlight Lounge is close by and more private,” Peter O’Nally said.  “Follow me.”
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      Kitt stepped up to the bar.  “I’m sorry,” he said to Paka, putting down his last hundred dollar bill.

      “It’s just another night at the Double Diamond,” she said with a wink.  “I’m wrapping things up here in an hour.”

      “We’ll be in the Moonlight Lounge,” Kitt said.

      “You better be,” she said.  “I’ll hold a grudge if you stand me up.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Kitt said, even though he had no idea what the next five minutes held, much less the next hour or the rest of the night.

      He followed his brothers out of the saloon, his mind still reeling over the fight.  People getting drunk and rowdy in bars wasn’t unusual.  And he had seen his share of fights that got out of hand, even a few that involved knives of one kind or another.  But he had never witnessed a gunfight up close.  And while he knew Easy had only stunned the men in bulky clothing, he had seen the ruthless efficiency and utter calm with which his baby brother had put the two ruffians down.  Not to mention Haruka.  The woman was a living weapon.  He had never seen a fight so one-sided, and he would have bet on the man in the vest getting the upper hand.  He was bigger and clearly wouldn’t hesitate to fight dirty, yet Haruka had dispatched him with what appeared to be relative ease.

      They left the saloon and circled around to another bar.  It was a much darker establishment, with tall, thickly padded booths.  The only lights were little lamps that cast light down on the tables, leaving faces in shadows.  Music played from speakers, but it was subdued, and the drinks were delivered by serving droids that looked like they were salvaged.

      “Whiskey,” Peter O’Nally said.  “Bring us a bottle and six glasses.”

      The robot didn’t respond until O’Nally took out a fifty dollar bill and fed it into a slot on the robot’s face.  The money seemed to be sucked in quickly, and the serving bot turned away to fetch their drinks.

      “You folks know how to have a good time,” O’Nally said.  “Your man here says you may have some interesting cargo.”

      “If we did, would you be interested?” Big Candy asked.

      “Hell yes,” O’Nally said.  “I’m too old to go after it myself.  In my younger years maybe, but the Fanning Belt is no joke.  I’ve known more than a few that tried to find a way through, only to never be seen again.”

      “What about getting us back through the blockade?” Tequila asked.

      “Now that I know I can do it,” O’Nally said.  “I’ve been running the gauntlet most of my life.  I know all the dead zones and back ways through the patrol areas.  They keep millions of sensors out there.  It’s the only way the blockade is effective.  It would take ten thousand ships to do it any other way.”

      “Sensors?” Big Candy asked.

      “Yes, security buoys, the kind that pick up movement.  They have outposts,” O’Nally explained.  “Young Kitt here explained that you dashed through one not long ago.  I have to say, not many pilots can pull that off.”

      “We got lucky,” Kitt said, looking at his older brother.  Big Candy gave him a reassuring nod.

      “Well, most people sneak through the net,” O’Nally explained, stopping for a moment when the droid brought a bottle of whiskey.  He took it and began pouring glasses.  His own was twice as full as the others.  “That’s what people call the sensors, because they act like a net.  You go through and a signal gets sent to the nearest outpost.  Before you know it you’ve got a squad of fast attack craft on your six.  But the problem with those security buoys is that they’re made by the lowest bidder.  And the GU spends more time repairing them than anything else.”

      He tossed back his whiskey and swallowed in one gulp.  Kitt had only taken a sip of his, and the foul brew made his tongue numb before sizzling down his throat.  Big Candy joined O’Nally in finishing his own glass, but his had half as much as the old man’s.

      “So the trick is finding the dead ones.  You find a cluster of buoys on the fritz, you can fly right through and no one’s the wiser,” O’Nally said, pouring himself and then Big Candy another drink.

      “And you know where they are?” Tequila asked.

      “I know where they are, and I have a way to discover them,” the old man said.  “We operate on a kind of buddy system on this side of the zone.  More importantly, I know a guy who can make you an outlaw receiver, so you can find your own holes.  But they ain’t cheap.”

      “Wouldn’t just about any electronic receiver work?” Easy asked.

      “No,” O’Nally said.  “The buoy’s are on an encrypted frequency, which means a normal EM receiver won’t work.  You’ve got to be on the right frequency, with the right encryption, otherwise you could fly for years and never find a way through.”

      “So how do we proceed?” Big asked.

      “Well, I can take a down payment on the scanner,” O’Nally said.  “I don’t run cargo much anymore.  But I can take it out to my friend, get him started on the build.”

      “How much?” Tequila asked.

      “Ten thousand,” he said.  “That’s a ten percent down payment and another twenty-five hundred to cover my fees and services.”

      “Do we have that much?” Easy asked.

      “Just,” Big Candy replied.

      “After that, we need to rendezvous with your goods.  If you can get it,” O’Nally said.  “I ain’t saying you can’t, but I think it’s a long shot.”

      “We’ll get it,” Big replied.  “But we’ll need to move it with someone who can pay in GU digital credits, or at least with the capacity to do what we need.”

      “You’ve got trouble on the other side?”

      “A misunderstanding,” Big said.

      “That our friends got dragged into,” Easy said.

      O’Nally held up a hand.  It was a bit shaky, and Kitt didn’t know if it was from the alcohol or age.

      “I don’t need to know the gory details,” he said.  “I know some people with connections, but they ain’t all reliable.  You’re talking about the stuff of legends here.”  He lowered his voice.  “Most people would give their right arm to have access to a route through the Fanning Belt.  And they sure as hell wouldn’t hesitate to murder each and every one of you for a load of quartzite.  A single case would be worth more than most spacers make in a year hauling loads through the blockade and back.  We’ll have to proceed very, very carefully.”

      “Tell us where to meet you and give us some time,” Easy said.  “Someplace neutral.  No offense, but I don’t want to be sitting on a load of cargo in a place like this.”

      “No, I wouldn’t either,” the old man said.  “We can meet in the Holgram system.  There’s nothing there since the GU bombed the only habitable world there, but it’s still on your nav systems and there’s good routes in and out.”

      “Works for me,” Kitt said.

      “Then it’s settled. Two weeks from today,” O’Nally said, looking up.  “Lovely Paka, what are you doing in a dive like this?”

      “Not drinking that swill,” she said pointing at the bottle of whisky.  “I’m here for this scoundrel.”

      Kitt stood up, feeling suddenly self-conscious.  Paka was beautiful, exotic, and exciting, but he felt like his brothers could see right through him.  And he couldn’t help but wonder if it wouldn’t be better to simply get out of Waypoint as quickly as possible.

      “Kitt, you old dog,” Big Candy said.  “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      “Stuff it,” Kitt said, feeling himself blush.  He was thankful the lounge was such a dark place.

      “Hutch will have the ship ready to fly soon,” Easy said.

      There was no condemnation in his voice, but Kitt still felt guilty.  He wanted to spend some time with Paka, whose glowing tattoos shone in almost ghostly fashion in the dark bar.  But he felt guilty leaving his brothers.

      “I know,” Kitt said.

      “I thought we weren’t going anywhere alone?” Big Candy teased.

      “He won’t be alone,” Paka said.  “I can guarantee that.”

      “Don’t get killed,” Tequila said.

      “I don’t plan on it,” Kitt said.  “I’ll see you back at the ship.”

      Paka wrapped her arm around his and led him from the bar.  Once they were back on the circular concourse Kitt asked her, “Where should we go?”

      “My place,” Paka said.  “It’s this way, flyboy.”

      She smiled, and Kitt felt a sense of excitement just before someone stuck a taser to his back and switched his lights off.
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      Haruka nudged Easy.  He followed her eyes out of the lounge.  Kitt had just escorted the bartender from the Double Diamond out of the bar.  He personally didn’t like his brother going off on a date, but they were all grown men.  If Kitt needed to spend some time with a pretty girl, who was Easy to say he couldn’t?  Perhaps the circumstances dictated that they put the safety of their little ship first, but Easy wasn’t going to fight that battle.

      Two men walked past the entrance to the bar.  Kitt and his date were already out of sight, but the two men didn’t look like the type who were just out for a stroll.  There wasn’t a lot of foot traffic past the bar, so the men stood out, although Easy didn’t recognize them.

      “Trouble?” he whispered.

      Haruka nodded and got to her feet.  “I’ll check it.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on things here,” Easy replied.

      Getting up was painful, and he felt stiff on his feet, but he was able to move to the entrance of the dark establishment.  From there, he could both see Haruka hurrying away and keep an eye on Big Candy and Tequila.  His nerves were on edge, and he had a headache beginning to build behind his eyes.  Danger seemed to follow them wherever they went.  Easy cursed his wounded body.  If he were healthy he wouldn’t be as concerned.  It should have been him going to keep an eye on his brother, not Haruka.  She was a very capable person, incredible really.  Watching her fight in the saloon was mind-blowing, but it didn’t stop him from worrying double.  As much as Easy cared for Kitt, he was surprised to find his feelings for Haruka were just as strong.

      “Well, well, well,” someone in the back of the Moonlight Lounge said.  “If it isn’t the fat man with all the money.”

      Easy turned but couldn’t make out the speaker.  He was just a shadow in the darkness.  What he could see was the laser blaster pointed at him.  The light on the top that showed the battery charge was as familiar to Easy as his own weapons.

      “That was quite the show you put on over at the Double Diamond,” the speaker said.  “I have to say, your little bodyguard is really impressive.”

      “My brother’s not so bad,” Big Candy said.  “Easy, why don’t you introduce yourself to Saazar?  We met earlier today, but he didn’t have the pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “He can stay right there or die,” the voice said.  “My weapon’s not set to stun.  You might be faster on the draw than me, but I’ve got you dead to rights.  And you aren’t quicker than I can pull this trigger.”

      “What the hell is going on?” O’Nally said.  “We’re trying to have a quiet drink here.”

      “Beat it, old man,” the voice said.  “Nobody cares about you.”

      “They should,” he said, sliding out of the booth, his hand taking the bottle of whiskey.  He chugged a drink then wiped his mouth with the back of his free hand.  The shadow that Big had called Saazar was focused on Easy and didn’t notice what O’Nally was really doing.  The old man stood up and flung the half empty bottle of booze at the intruder.

      The man with the gun dodged the bottle, but in the process lost his aim on Easy, who drew his Cummings M&P with a smooth motion and shot the man.  The blast of light was bright blue in the dark bar, and the man Big Candy called Saazar was knocked back into a serving droid.  Both fell over.

      “Let’s go!” Easy shouted.

      “We’re coming,” Big Candy replied.

      “You should really turn that pistol to kill instead of stun,” Tequila said.

      “Good idea,” Easy replied, thumbing the power output on his weapon as he looked up and down the corridor.

      “Where’s Haruka?” Tequila asked.

      “She went after Kitt,” Easy said.  “There were two guys that looked up to no good.”

      “There’s no way one of them got in through the back of the bar,” O’Nally said.  “The service entrance is halfway around the station.”

      “Then she’s after someone el—”

      Tequila’s thought was cut short by several laser blasts that tore through the front of the bar’s drab exterior as Easy started to step out onto the circular concourse.

      “There’s another one,” Easy said after jerking back inside the bar.

      “That would be Njokou,” Big Candy said.

      “I think we better take the back way,” O’Nally said.  “Never a dull moment with you bunch.”

      “Life’s more exhilarating that way,” Big Candy replied.

      “And much shorter,” the old man retorted.

      “Get your weapons out,” Easy told Big Candy and Tequila as they moved quickly through the bar.

      “One second,” Big said.

      He was just beside the body of the gunman Easy had shot down.  In the dark it was impossible to make out features, but his weapon was still in his hand.  Big lifted his good leg and stomped down with his boot on the man’s hand.  Easy heard the bones snap.

      “That should slow him down,” Big exclaimed.

      “Move!  Move!  Move!” Easy ordered him, fearing that the other gunman would appear at any moment and fill the dark bar with laser blasts.

      O’Nally led them past the bar and a set of restrooms, into the storage area, and out into a long corridor.  He took off at a fast walk.  Big Candy and Tequila had no trouble keeping up with him, but Easy struggled.  Every step sent a spasm of pain through his ribs.  It felt like the broken ends were gouging him inside.  The pain was terrible, but his fear of the gunmen catching them in the confined space was even worse.

      When they reached the end of the walkway O’Nally led them back to the lifts, and Haruka came running toward them.

      “I heard gunshots,” she said.

      “We’re okay,” Tequila told her.

      “And Kitt?” Big Candy asked.

      “I lost him,” she admitted.

      “We can find him later,” Big said.  “I’m sure the bartender will keep him company until then.”

      The lift opened, and the group piled on.  Haruka and Easy looked both ways down the concourse.  There were plenty of people, but none had their guns drawn or looked at them with any interest.

      “Who were those people?” Easy asked when the doors of the elevator closed.

      “The men we exchanged the GU hard credits with,” Big Candy said.  “I recognized Saazar’s voice.”

      “What are they after?” Tequila asked.

      “More money I suppose,” Big Candy said.

      “Did you tell them what you told me?” O’Nally asked as the elevator chime sounded and the doors started to open.

      “No, of course not,” Big Candy replied.

      “Well, that’s good,” the old man said.

      They were on the lowest level of the space station, where the docking arms were located.  O’Nally reached out a hand.

      “Ten thousand for the scanner,” he said.  “Three thousand for my services.”

      “You said twenty-five hundred,” Tequila reminded him.

      “That was before people started shooting at me,” the old man growled.

      Big Candy didn’t bother counting the money.  He had all his winnings in one fat fold, which he handed to O’Nally.  “That should be enough.”

      “I’ll count it later,” the old man said as he hurried away.  “See you in two weeks.”

      Haruka led the way back toward the ship, which was down a long docking arm.  Easy brought up the rear, both because he thought it was the most vulnerable position and because he simply couldn’t keep up.

      “You think we’ll ever see him again?” Tequila asked.

      “I don’t know,” Big Candy said.  “But curiosity will probably make him show up, just to see if we can deliver.”

      “You sure know how to show a lady a good time,” Tequila said.  “I haven’t had this much excitement in ages.”

      They got to the ship.  Big Candy sent the women through the airlock first.  Then he followed a moment later.  Easy stayed outside the ship.  There was no sign of the gunmen, but there was a familiar face.  From out of a dark nook appeared Lexa Little, wearing a set of gray coveralls and with her hair in a tight ponytail.

      “You look like you could use some help,” she said.

      “What are you doing here?” Easy asked.

      “My job,” she said with a smile.  “I had a feeling I would find you here, after that stunt at the blockade.  Your ship doesn’t exactly blend in.”

      “How many people do you have?”

      “Just me,” she said.

      “You came all this way to recruit me?” Easy asked.

      “After the way you left Darius Three I had to,” she said.  “My supervisor expects results.”

      “As long as they’re the results he wants,” Easy said.

      “Touché,” she replied.  “I have a mobile autodoc.  I can have you at your ship in two minutes.”

      “What makes you think we need one?” Easy asked.

      “The way you’re holding your side and moving like a zombie.  Plus, I saw the video footage of the fight at the spaceport.  You were wounded, and I’m guessing you didn’t have time to get stitched up.”

      “I don’t want to work for you,” Easy said.  “Or your bosses.  But we could use your help.”

      “Somehow that makes all the difference,” she said, as if she had expected his agreement from the start.  “You know, on a civilized space station, you wouldn’t have to run from gun thugs.”

      “Just get the automated doctor unit and get back here,” Easy said.  “You can preach a sermon later.”

      She shrugged.  Lexa Little was an attractive woman, and the gesture was endearing, but Easy had no time to think about anything but the safety of his brothers and the women on the Saturday Night Fever.  So far it seemed the gunmen weren’t following them, but that could all change in an instant.  Waypoint had been a welcome refuge after fleeing Darius Three and running the GU blockade, but it was quickly turning into a battleground.  And Kitt was still out there somewhere, alone.  If he was even still alive Easy needed a way to rescue him.  And to do that, he was going to need every resource he could get.
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      Easy stepped through the airlock and leaned against the bulkhead.  Everyone was crowded into the cargo bay of the ship.

      “Where’s Kitt?” Hutch asked.

      “He’s with a woman,” Big Candy replied.

      “What?  Has he gone insane?”

      “He left before we were attacked,” Tequila said.

      “So what?  We’re supposed to just wait for him?” Hutch demanded.

      “No,” Easy said.  “The GU is here.”

      That shut everyone up.  The group just looked at him.  Tiffany’s big eyes were glistening with fearful tears.  Haruka had gone from relieved to on guard again.  He felt the same way.  Like they had avoided the small time outlaws only to fall into the hands of the biggest organized criminal enterprise there ever was–the government.

      “Easy, what are you telling us?” Big said.

      Hutch and Big Candy looked at each other.  Easy saw the concern in their eyes, but it wasn’t for the group.  They were worried about him.  They were worried that he was losing his marbles and perhaps he was.

      “I just saw agent Lexa Little in the corridor,” Easy said.  “She’s part of an advanced team of GU spies.  We’ve got to find Kitt and get out of here before the main force arrives.”

      “I didn’t see anyone out in the corridor,” Big Candy said.

      “Are you sure about this?” Hutch asked.  “We’ve been under a lot of stress.”

      “I believe him,” Haruka said.

      It was as if he were drowning and someone had thrown him a life preserver.  He grabbed onto it with both hands and held on tight.

      “I’m not crazy,” Easy said.  “She’s there.  The same agent from the spaceport on Darius Three.”

      “You mean the pretty woman you had coffee with?” Hutch asked.

      “One and the same,” Easy replied.  “She’s trying to recruit me.  They must have followed us here.”

      “Recruit you for what?” Tequila asked.

      “Look, it’s not unusual for the ICP indie forces to recruit former commandos,” Easy said.  “Guys like me who have spent years on teams where they feel important, feel like they’re making a difference.  We get back to civilian life, and sometimes it isn’t good.  Sometimes we feel left out, forgotten…it’s frustrating.  The ICP gives those people a sense of purpose again by recruiting them to be spies, training officers, saboteurs, even assassins.”

      “That’s hard to believe,” Hutch said.

      “I’ve heard stories about the ICP,” Tiffany said, “doing all kinds of terrible things.”

      “That’s just GU propaganda,” Big told her.

      “The Independent worlds just want to be left alone to live their lives as they see fit,” Hutch said.  “Everyone knows that.”

      “And everyone knows they’ve been fighting for that right for a long time,” Haruka said.  “The GU forces attack across the contested zone all the time.”

      Easy nodded, knowing from personal experience how right Haruka was.

      “But we’re not at war,” Tequila said.  “They won’t just attack a space station for no reason.”

      “They don’t need a reason,” Easy said.  “They can come up with a list of crimes, or fabricate an uprising.  There’s no reliable news agency here, no way to get the word out.”

      “There are a lot of people here,” Big said.  “There’s no way to hide the news of an attack on a space station for long.  Someone’s bound to leak the story onto the info net.”

      “Sure, and the GU has whole teams of people scrubbing the net of any stories sympathetic to the ICP.  They discredit stories from sympathizers all the time,” Easy said.  “Everyone on this station is in trouble.”

      “Then we’ve got to warn them,” Haruka said.

      “And find Kitt,” Tiffany said.

      Tequila was leaning toward Big Candy and Hutch, who were still skeptical of his story.  Tiffany, however, was fully convinced.  Easy didn’t know if Haruka really believed him or not; perhaps she was just being cautious.  If there was even a chance that Easy was right, she didn’t want her client to be anywhere near Waypoint Station.  Easy himself had trouble believing that maybe she was on his side because she liked him.  He liked her–in fact he was infatuated with her.  But it seemed impossible to him that she could feel the same way.

      “I think we need to take a breath,” Hutch said.  “Let’s not do anything rash here.”

      “We know we need Kitt to fly the ship,” Big Candy said.  “We can focus on finding him.  He left with the bartender, and I’m sure they’re having a great time.”

      Tequila looked at Big Candy sideways, and he shrugged his big shoulders.

      “He couldn’t have picked a worse time to go on a date,” Hutch said.

      “The heart wants what the heart wants,” Tiffany said.

      “That’s sentimental hogwash,” Hutch told her.

      “Don’t you believe him,” Tequila told the younger woman.  “He’s just bitter.  Love is real, even if it takes a lifetime to find it.”

      That made everyone look down self-consciously.  They still hadn’t spoken up when the buzzer from outside the ship sounded.  Everyone looked surprised but Easy; he had known Lexa Little was coming.  He hit the switch to cycle the airlock, but it wasn’t the woman from the GU spy agency outside in the corridor.

      Easy drew his blaster and pointed it at the man, who raised both hands.

      “Kill me and your friend dies,” he said.

      “If Kitt is hurt you’ll regret it,” Big Candy said angrily.

      “He’s not hurt,” the man said.  It was the same voice from the Moonlight Lounge.  His right hand was bandaged.  Easy remembered Big Candy calling him Saazar.  “But if he was, it would only be fair.”

      The man waved his bandaged hand in the air.

      “What do you want?” Hutch asked.

      “Money,” Saazar replied.  “It’s as simple as that.  You’ve got it, we want it.  Hand it over and we return your brother.  It’s a simple trade.”

      “We gave you all the money we had,” Big Candy said.

      “Don’t do that,” Saazar said, his tone suddenly severe.  “Don’t lie.  That’s how people get killed.”

      “You’re pretty brazen for a lone man on our ship,” Tequila said.

      “That’s because I have the leverage here, sweetheart.  You bunch fly around with your own harem.  I gotta say I like your style.”

      “Where is Kitt?” Easy asked, still pointing the gun at the Saazar.

      “You put that thing away and we can talk.”

      “Or maybe we just make you talk,” Big Candy said.

      “If my partner doesn’t hear from me when my chrono chimes, your friend is dead.  Maybe you can search the space station, hell maybe you even get lucky and find him, but not before Njokou has killed him in the most painful way he can imagine.  And Njokou has a twisted mind.”

      “You want money,” Big Candy snarled.  “Fine.  I’ll get you money.  But not until I see Kitt alive and well.”

      “That’s not how this works,” Saazar said.

      “It is,” Easy insisted.  “A straight trade.  You get the money when we get our brother.”

      “Nah, there’s too many of you, and besides you’ve already proven that you’re not trustworthy,” he said, waving his bandaged hand again.  “Odds are I’ll never be able to use this paw again.  You need to compensate me for that.”

      “Maybe if you didn’t threaten to kill people…” Tequila said.

      “We’re past all that,” Saazar said.  “Give me the money, all of it, and I’ll make the call.  Otherwise your friend dies.”

      “And so do you,” Easy said.

      Saazar chuckled and pulled open his jacket.  He was wearing a dead man’s vest.  It was essentially a set of explosives taped to his body.  If Easy shot him, it would set off the explosives and destroy the ship, killing everyone.

      “If that’s the way you want this to go,” Saazar said.  “I’m good with that.”

      “Tiffany, would you be so kind as to retrieve the GU credits from my quarters?” Big Candy asked.  “They’re in my desk drawer.”

      “Okay,” the girl said before slipping back through the passage that led up to the main level of the ship.

      “She’ll fetch the money,” Big Candy said.  “You make the call and then leave.”

      “Or you could stick around,” Easy said.  “I’ve got a friend coming with a portable autodoc that could fix your hand.”

      “What?” Saazar said.

      “She’s bringing a portable trauma bot,” Easy said.  “You can have it if your friend brings Kitt to us.”

      “Or I can just have it,” Saazar said.  “You seem to be forgetting something.  I get what I want, whatever I want, or your friend dies.”

      He smiled wickedly, and Easy holstered his pistol.

      “The problem with your plan is that the GU is coming,” Easy said.  “A battle cruiser would be my guess.  They’re going to destroy Waypoint and capture as many of you people they consider to be traitors as they can.”

      “You’re talking crazy now,” Saazar said.  “That will never happen.”

      “Suit yourself,” Easy said.

      They two men stared at each other in silence.  Tiffany was coming down the spiral staircase when the buzzer sounded again.

      “Now, who could that be?” Easy said, hitting the button to cycle the airlock again.

      Everyone looked at Easy, surprise on their faces.  Everyone but Haruka, who grinned appreciatively.  The hatch spun open to reveal Lexa Little with a portable trauma bot in hand.
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      “Are we having a party?” the woman said.

      Big Candy had witnessed more surprise revelations at the card table than he cared to remember.  They were usually bad news.  Just when he thought he had won a big hand, some player reveals that they outplayed him.  He had that same feeling when he saw the woman standing in the airlock.

      “We ran into some nasty people,” Easy said.  “They’ve taken my brother Kitt hostage and want all our money.”

      “And the autodoc,” Haruka added.

      “This?” Lexa Little said.  “How’d he even know about it?”

      “I told him,” Easy admitted.  “No one believed you were real.  They think I’ve got persecution delusions, but who can blame them?”

      “Who are you?” Saazar snarled.

      “Just a friend of the family,” Lexa Little replied.

      “You with the GU?” he said, turning on her.

      In that moment two distinct things happened.  Haruka kicked the back of Saazar’s knee, which buckled, and Easy grabbed his good hand, twisting it around behind as he dropped to the ground.

      “Whoa!” Lexa Little said, her back pressed firmly against the airlock door.

      “Out of the way,” Easy ordered.

      He was bent down, pinning Saazar’s arm to his back and his face to the rough metal deck plate.  Hutch hurried forward and pulled Lexa Little out of the way.

      “See, the problem with your plan is that you erroneously think that the only way we can kill you is with a laser blast,” Easy said, breathing hard through the pain in his side, back, and chest.  His heart was pounding hard.

      “Your friend is dead,” Saazar managed to say with his face pressed to the floor.

      “Big Candy, could you remind our friend that he’s not in control of this negotiation?” Easy said.

      “With pleasure,” Big replied.

      He walked forward and stepped on Saazar’s broken hand.  The resulting scream made Hutch’s blood run cold.

      “We should get out of here,” he said to Tiffany.  “Ms. Little, would you come with us?”

      “I think I should stay,” she replied.

      “There’s really nothing to see down here,” Tequila said.  “Let’s go upstairs and I’ll make a pot of coffee.”

      Tiffany led the way, and Hutch escorted Lexa Little through the narrow corridor that ran from the cargo area, past the ready room and maintenance hatches, to the stairs.

      “You see,” Easy said, his face close to Saazar’s ear.  “We now have all the leverage.”

      “I’ll blow this ship to space dust,” Saazar threatened.

      “No, you don’t have a detonator,” Easy said.  “Odds are, those aren’t even real explosives on your chest.”

      “Care to find out?” Saazar said, but he wasn’t convincing.

      “Go ahead, blow us up then,” Easy replied.

      “Perhaps we should discuss this plan of action,” Big Candy interjected.

      “He’s bluffing,” Haruka said.

      “Some would say I’m an expert at reading people,” Big Candy said.  “And I know a thing or two about bluffing.”

      “What are you waiting for!” Easy screamed in the outlaw’s ear.  “Do it!  Do it right now!”

      “This situation is dissolving into chaos,” Big Candy said, putting a big hand on Easy’s shoulder.

      “Some people only respond to pain,” Haruka said.

      “You can’t blow us up,” Easy said, sounding angry but more calm and in control.  “You wouldn’t even if you could, because you’re a coward.  Now tell us where our brother is.  And keep in mind that you aren’t leaving our ship unless we get him back.”

      “And whatever you’ve done to him, we’ll do to you,” Haruka added.

      “Twice over,” Easy threatened.

      “Okay, okay,” Saazar said.  “He’s in our apartment.  Up on the residential level.”

      “We need a schematic,” Easy said to Big.  “Get the computer from my cabin and send Hutch down with it.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “All that we can,” Easy said.  “We’ve got to get Kitt back and warn the station that the GU is coming.”

      “You weren’t making that up?”

      “Just ask Lexa Little, but remember she’s a professional liar,” Easy warned him.

      “I’m a professional at reading people,” Big said.  “I’ll get the truth.”

      “Good,” Easy said.  “I hope I’m wrong.”

      “What do we do with him?” Haruka asked once Big Candy was gone and they were alone with Saazar.

      “If he plays this right he gets to live,” Easy said.

      “Better to kill him,” she said, winking at Easy.  Saazar couldn’t see her face, and her voice was completely convincing.  “If he lives he could come after us again.”

      “He’s failed twice,” Easy said.  “But some people have to learn the hard way.”

      Easy put his knee in the middle of Saazar’s back.  The outlaw groaned in pain.

      “Some people never learn,” Haruka replied.

      “Let’s get him on his feet,” Easy said.  “He either starts talking, or you can have some fun.  We’ve got that jackhammer.”

      “Bastards!” Saazar snarled as Easy looped a plastic cable tie around his hands and bound them fast behind his back.

      Lifting the man to his feet, even with Haruka’s help, was excruciating.  Easy had no doubt that he was causing more damage to his body.  The laceration was one thing.  He could feel the skin and tissue pulling against the organic glue that held the cut together.  One wrong move and the laceration could open up and start bleeding again.  But the real damage was being done on the inside.  The broken rib was getting worse and cutting whatever tissue it came into contact with.  But there was no time to worry about himself, not with Kitt out there somewhere in the hands of the outlaw named Njokou.

      Easy steered Saazar to a crate and pushed him down onto it, just as Hutch came down with the thick-cased laptop banking computer.

      “You know it’s illegal to have this,” Hutch said.  “And using it is a felony.  We’re talking ten years, minimum.”

      “I’m pretty sure we left ten years in the rearview a long time ago,” Easy said, refraining from putting his hand to his side.  The counter pressure would help with the pain, but it would also reveal a weakness that Saazar might exploit.

      “What do you need?” Hutch asked.

      “A schematic of this station,” Easy said.  “We’re going after Kitt, and I don’t want any surprises.”

      Haruka picked up a small rock hammer.  It was a simple little metal hammer, blunt on one end and pointed on the other, with a handle the length of her forearm.

      “I say we start with this,” she suggested, waving the hammer in front of Saazar.  “We can break the bones in his feet.  He’ll never walk normally again.”

      “Go to hell!” Saazar snarled.

      “We also need to find a way to notify the station,” Easy said.  “Before the GU task forces show up.”

      “You really think they would send a ship out here?” Hutch asked.

      “I know they would,” Easy said.

      Hutch looked at his younger brother.  Easy’s eyes had a jaded look.  He knew from experience, but he was hoping that Hutch wouldn’t press to know how Easy knew what the GU forces would do.  He turned his attention to the computer, which had an encrypted network connector, allowing them to go online with the space station’s wireless network.  The purpose of the computer was to allow licensed brokers to do banking business from world to world.  It was supposed to be the most secure system in the galaxy, but an ICP operative had gotten one into Easy’s hands the day he retired from the Navy.

      “Alright,” Hutch said.  “There are six levels to this station.  The first two are maintenance and life support systems.  We’re on the third level, which is docking and external service.  Looks like at one point this installation was built to work on interstellar vessels.  Fourth level is admin, or at least that’s what it was designed to be.”

      “It’s the exchange now,” Easy said.

      “Fifth level is communal living resources,” Hutch continued.  “Sixth is personnel housing.”

      “That’s where this slimebag is keeping Kitt,” Easy said.

      “Njokou is going to kill him,” the outlaw insisted.

      “Search him,” Easy told Haruka.  “See if he even has a com-link.”

      Easy pulled off the blocks of moldable explosives.  He had taken a chance that they weren’t rigged to blow.  Just because he hadn’t seen any wires connecting them or any blasting pins pushed into the clay didn’t mean they wouldn’t explode though.  They were taped to his body and came off easily enough.  Easy smelled the sour stench of sweat, fear, and body odor coming off of Saazar as he pulled open the man’s jacket and removed the explosives.

      “Are those really…” Hutch asked.

      “Yeah, looks like military grade moldable explosive bricks.  They’re made from chemicals that go boom if you shoot electrical current through them, but they aren’t wired together.  There’s no blasting pins or detonator.  Just the raw material.”

      “You’re wrong,” Saazar said.  “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

      “What about a laser blast?” Hutch asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” Easy said.  “A laser touches one of these and boom!”

      “Great,” Hutch said, wiping some nervous sweat from his forehead.

      “He’s got a knife,” Haruka said.  “Some cash.  An old PCL.”

      “Unlock it,” Easy said.

      She held the device up in front of Saazar.  It scanned his retina even though he tried to look away and close his eyes.  The technology was fast and accurate.  It scanned what it needed faster than Saazar could turn his head.

      “Got it,” she said.

      “Open the messages app.  I’m guessing that’s how they’re communicating.”

      “What do I say?”

      “Type this.  ‘Getting the cash, standby.’”

      “He’ll know,” Saazar said.  “He’ll kill your friend.”

      “He’s not my friend,” Easy said.  “He’s my brother.  You hurt him even a little bit, and you’ll regret it for the rest of your very short life.”

      “Easy,” Hutch interjected.  “The apartments aren’t fancy.  Just studios.  Minimal appliances in a tiny kitchenette.  I’m guessing the crew of the station was meant to use a cafeteria or something.”

      “Which is now a saloon,” Easy said.  “No secondary access or exits?”

      “No, just a ring of small apartments,” Hutch said.  “Only one way in or out.”

      “What about places to hide?” Haruka said.

      “There’s a bathroom in each one,” Hutch said.  “That’s it.  Looks like storage was secondary, probably lockers or something like that.”

      “Excellent,” Easy said.  “What about the station’s alarms?  Can we set them off?”

      Hutch looked skeptical.  “That could be really dangerous,” he said.  “You do something like that and people could get hurt in the panic that ensues.”

      “We have to warn them,” Easy said.

      “You don’t believe him?” Haruka asked.

      “I don’t want to believe him,” Hutch said honestly.

      “Go and talk to Lexa Little,” Easy said.  “I’ll message you once we have Kitt.  I’m guessing there are station controls in the old admin section?”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Hutch said.

      “So if you’re not convinced we’ll bypass that and come straight back to the ship,” Easy said.  “But I’m not wrong.  Don’t let her fool you.”

      “You don’t want my help getting Kitt?”

      “You have helped,” Haruka said.

      “Leave the rest to us,” Easy said.  “We’ll be back with Kitt soon.”

      Hutch nodded and left the cargo bay.  Easy pulled Saazar to his feet and then drew his laser pistol.  He held the gun up and thumbed the power switch to stun.

      “See that?” Easy said.  “I’m not going to do you the favor of killing you quick.  Double-cross me, and I’ll make you wish you were dead a thousand times over.”

      Saazar spit on Easy.  It wasn’t much since the outlaw’s mouth was obviously pretty dry, but he made the effort to show his contempt.  Haruka reacted so fast Easy nearly missed it.  Her hand flashed out in a palm strike that impacted the side of Saazar’s eye.  Easy didn’t hear the orbital bone break, but the outlaw screamed in pain.  He doubled over, trying to pull his hands around to cradle his face, but they were held fast by the plastic cable tie.

      “I think now you know what we’re capable of,” Easy said, wrenching the outlaw upright.  Saazar’s eye was already swelling shut.  “Lie to us or stall in any way, and we’ll make you hurt.”

      Easy squeezed the outlaw’s broken hand.  He groaned in agony.

      “This is just the beginning,” Haruka said.

      “Bones, pressure points, sensitive areas,” Easy threatened, “like your eyes and groin.”

      “Go…to…hell…” Saazar grunted.

      “Teeth and tongue,” Haruka said.  “Very painful.”

      “What’s your apartment number?” Easy asked.  “The one where you’re holding Kitt.  Remember what we’ll do if you lie.  Tell us the truth, and we’ll let you go when we get Kitt back.”

      Saazar panted a moment, clearly in great pain.  Easy could relate.  He didn’t like hurting the man, but his fear for Kitt was so powerful that he was willing to do whatever it took.

      “Thirty-eight,” he said, his voice raspy from screaming.

      “Alright, let’s go,” Easy said.  “And don’t forget this.”

      Easy had his hand wedged between Saazar’s left arm and his side.  The thick muzzle of the pistol pressed hard into the outlaw’s ribs.  Haruka stood just behind him as they entered the airlock.  Easy could feel Saazar trembling and felt relatively sure the man was up to something.  But there was no time to waste.  The GU was headed toward the station, and when they arrived, all hell was going to break loose.
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      “My brother says you are trying to recruit him,” Big Candy said.

      “That’s really between your brother and me,” Lexa Little said.

      She had accepted a cup of coffee.  The portable autodoc was sitting on the counter of the galley.  Tiffany and Tequila were on barstools.  Lexa Little stood at the end of the counter, and Big Candy was in the galley mixing coffee liqueur creamer into his cup.

      “You were on Darius Three,” Big pressed her.  “Now you’re here.”

      “As are you,” Lexa Little said.

      “He believes the GU is sending a military task force,” Big Candy said.  “Is that true?”

      “I have no idea what the GU military is doing,” she said, before sipping her coffee.

      Big was studying the woman, as was Tequila.  Together, they were better than any lie detector test.  The spy would have to be an excellent liar to mask her deception from the pair of poker players.

      “But they could be coming?” Tequila asked.

      “I suppose,” she responded, lifting her coffee cup in front of her.

      The tell was tiny, just a flick of her eyes down.  She could have been glancing into her coffee mug, but Big Easy knew a tell when he saw it.

      Hutch came back up the stairs and set the open notebook computer on the bar next to the autodoc.  Lexa Little’s eyes opened wide at the sight of the banking computer.

      “How did you get that?” she asked.

      “Our brother is a resourceful man,” Big Candy said.

      For a moment there was silence, and then Lexa’s face lit up with surprise.  “He’s already joined them.”

      “Joined who?” Hutch said.  “What are we talking about?”

      “Easy,” Big Candy said.  “She thinks he’s working with the ICP.”

      “I didn’t pick up on it,” she said.  “I’m usually pretty good at reading my people, but he slipped it past me.”

      “No,” Big Candy said, “he didn’t.  Easy isn’t working for anyone.”

      “They don’t just hand those computers out at the electronics store,” Lexa Little said.

      “We’re getting off track,” Tequila said.  “You saw it right, Big?”

      He nodded.  “Sure did.”

      “Saw what?” Tiffany asked.

      “Her tell,” Big Candy informed the younger girl.  “Our guest here is lying to us.”

      “No, I’m not,” she said, her eyes flicking down again.  “This is excellent coffee by the way.”

      “Thank you,” Tequila said.

      “Lying about what?” Hutch asked.

      “About the GU sending a task force,” Big Candy said.  “She says it isn’t, but she’s lying.”

      “Actually, she said she didn’t know,” Tiffany pointed out.

      “But she does,” Tequila said.

      “What is this?” Lexa Little asked.  “Are you people a mind reading circus act or what?”

      “Poker players,” Big Candy said.  “And you my dear, have a tell.”

      “What?” Hutch asked.

      “She looks down when she lies,” Tequila said.  “It’s just a flick of the eyes, but it’s there.  An involuntary response I’m sure.  Do you know that you do that?”

      “I don’t do that,” Lexa Little insisted.

      Big Candy chuckled.  “So few people understand their own idiosyncrasies.  You are a lovely person, and I’m sure you are very good at your job, but lying isn’t a skill that you should rely on.”

      “Give her some slack,” Hutch said.  “She said she isn’t lying.”

      “She’s a Galactic Union agent,” Tequila said.  “They’re all professional liars.”

      “That’s a gross exaggeration,” she claimed.  “I’m just a recruiter.”

      “Indeed,” Big Candy said.  “You’ve been pulled from field work, if you were ever allowed out of the administration department.”

      “You don’t know anything about me,” she said defensively.

      “Let me guess, you want to be a spy, but they won’t let you,” Big said.  “You probably believe it has to do with being a woman or some other such nonsense.”

      Lexa Little actually blushed.

      “Struck a nerve,” Tequila said.

      “You’re being too hard on her,” Hutch said.

      Big turned to his brother.  “Don’t feel sorry for her.  This is going to be an eye-opening experience, one she’ll thank us for later.”

      “You’re all out of your mind,” Lexa said.  “Where is Master Chief Easy McCoy?  I’m here to see him, not you.”

      “He’ll be back soon,” Big said.

      “Hopefully before the task force,” Tequila said.

      “There is no task force,” Lexa Little tried to insist, but her eyes flicked down and even she noticed it.

      “You see?” Big Candy said.  “An obvious tell.  Now that we’re all on the same page, let me say that your superiors can read you like a book, Ms. Little.  It isn’t personal, and they could have helped you if that was truly their purpose, but it isn’t.  You work for a very evil and self-serving organization.”

      “This isn’t…no, you’re wrong,” Lexa Little said.

      “They’re really sending a military task force?” Hutch asked.  “Because of us?”

      “The Galactic Union is sending a message to the terrorists and traitors of the ICP,” Lexa Little said.  “They keep the civilized universe safe.”

      “That’s what they want you to believe,” Tequila said.  “It’s all lies.”

      “No,” Lexa Little insisted.  “You’re the ones telling lies and pushing disinformation if you believe what these traitors out here are saying.  It’s dangerous to spout that kind of anti-GU rhetoric.”

      “Oh, you poor thing,” Big Candy said.

      “Look, I’m not sure what’s going on,” Hutch said.  “But the people here at Waypoint aren’t traitors.  They’re just people living their lives.  Look.”

      He brought up the video feeds from the entertainment level of the station on the notebook computer and spun it around so the others could see the screen.

      “See,” he said.  “Just people.  No one is plotting sedition or acts of terror.”

      “You just see what you want to see,” Lexa insisted.

      “Pot, meet kettle,” Big Candy said.

      “Look at them,” Hutch said.  “You can’t honestly believe they all deserve to be locked up.”

      “The GU isn’t sending a task force to raid the station, Hutch,” Tequila said.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “It’s a military squadron,” Big Candy said.  “They won’t arrest these people, Hutch.  They’re going to destroy Waypoint.  That’s why Easy was so insistent that we warn the people here.”

      “They’re going to target the space station?” Hutch asked.  “They would murder all these people just to kill a few terrorists?”

      “Don’t be fooled,” Lexa Little insisted.  “This is a major hub of sedition.  The people here would love nothing better than to see the GU burned to the ground and every planetary system fragmented from the others.”

      “Is that what you saw here, Hutch?” Tequila asked softly.

      “In the Exchange?” Big Candy prompted.  “From the people you met and talked with?”

      Hutch thought about his exchange with the vendors.  Saazar and Njokou were clearly criminals, but they didn’t seem like anti-government terrorists.  And the people he bought tools from were friendly, jovial even.  There were people cooking funnel cakes and selling cotton candy.  There was no way he could believe that they were all terrorists.  If the GU sent the Navy to the system and destroyed Waypoint, it would be a heinous injustice.

      “No,” Hutch said, looking at the screen.

      There were couples strolling hand in hand, people eating and drinking, going about their lives with no thoughts of finding ways to murder innocent people just because they lived across the contested zone.  The very idea of it was ludicrous.

      “What do you think terrorists look like?” Lexa Little argued.  “Do you really think they sit around plotting evil deeds and torturing kittens all day?”

      “I don’t think they sell cotton candy and operate movie theaters,” Hutch said.  “Even if you believe that some of the people here are terrorists, there are hundreds of innocent people here too.  You can’t just blow this entire installation up to get a few bad actors.  It’s not right.”

      Lexa started to respond, but the proof on the screen was irrefutable.  She swallowed the lump forming in her throat and didn’t speak.

      “What are we going to do?” Tiffany said.

      “Tell Easy he was right,” Hutch said, pulling his PCL from his pocket and typing out a quick message.  “And hope that he can warn everyone in time.”

      “Is the ship ready?” Big Candy asked.

      “Tanks are topped off,” Hutch said.  “All systems are go.  There’s some degradation to the fusion reactor, but it’s still safe.”

      “What about the shields?” Big asked.

      “We can’t activate them while we’re docked to the station,” Hutch said.  “We can fire up the reactor and be ready to go as soon as Kitt gets here.”

      “What if he’s hurt?” Tequila asked.  “Does anyone else know how to fly?”

      There was silence for a moment, then Lexa Little spoke up, her voice soft.  “I do.  I’m a qualified small vessel pilot.”

      Big smiled.  “How fortunate for us.  Let me show you the bridge.”
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      There weren’t many people in the docking arm corridor.  Easy and Haruka made it all the way to the lifts without running into problems.  A few odd looks perhaps, but no one spoke to them or tried to see what was happening with Saazar.  For his part, the outlaw was moving okay, but his eye was turning black and swelling nearly shut.

      They got on the lift and made their way to the top level of the station.  The doors opened to a curving hallway with apartment doors every four meters on either side.  Each doorway was numbered and had an old-fashioned keypad locking mechanism.  The air in the hallway seemed stale; the lighting was poor.  To Easy, it appeared that the living section was the hardest used part of the entire installation.

      “Any surprises when we get there and you will live to regret it,” Easy said again.

      “Your man is dead,” Saazar snarled.

      “Then you’re next,” Haruka said.

      “And your partner and anyone else associated with you,” Easy said.  “They all die.”

      Saazar didn’t say anything else, just hunched his shoulders and plodded ahead.  Easy could tell by the man’s posture that he felt defeated.  That didn’t mean Kitt was safe, but he was hoping they hadn’t hurt the pilot.

      When they reached the proper door, Easy asked for the combination.

      “Give me the wrong one and you’ll regret it,” Easy said, his hand giving Saazar’s broken fingers a light squeeze.

      The outlaw winced in pain, then said, “Two, eight, seven, one, three, eight.”

      “Here goes nothing,” Haruka said, reaching out for the keypad.

      She had punched in two numbers when the door across the hallway opened.  Easy turned and saw the tall, dark-skinned bartender with glowing tattoos.  His surprise was shattered when she threw a front kick that connected hard with his ribs.  The pain was intense even before he crashed into the wall and fell to the floor.

      Haruka spun around and threw a well-aimed punch right at Paka’s chin, but the bartender saw it coming.  She leaned out of the way and countered with a punch of her own.  Haruka batted the blow aside with her left hand and reached for the bartender with her right, but Paka backed away.  She was still in the doorway to her own apartment and grabbed a taser from the shelf by the door.  Electricity crackled between the nodes as she switched it on.

      Backing away, Haruka gave herself some room to maneuver.  She didn’t want the fight to move into Paka’s apartment where the bartender would know where everything was.  The hallway was clear, save for Easy who was down on the floor and Saazar who was about to kick Easy.  Paka came out of her apartment and rounded on Haruka, thrusting the taser straight toward her face.  Haruka ducked beneath the attack and charged past Paka.  Saazar landed one vicious kick to Easy’s stomach and was preparing to kick him in the face, when Haruka rammed into him with her shoulder.  The unsuspecting outlaw, with his hands still bound behind his back, was sent sprawling.  And Haruka had just enough time to turn around and catch Paka’s arm before the taser reached Haruka’s body.  It snapped and crackled, the electric charge snapping across the shock nodes, but doing her no harm.  Paka wasn’t deterred by the failed attempt to stun the smaller woman with the taser.  She threw a fast punch that landed against Haruka’s side.  A kick toward her knee might have taken her down, but Haruka saw it coming.  She lifted that foot to rob the blow of its power, but still nearly lost her footing.

      It had been a long time since Haruka had been in a desperate fight.  She had used her skills against handsy men who crossed the line of decorum with Tequila, or desperate gamblers who had lost big in a poker game.  They weren’t really a threat to a woman with Haruka’s skills, but in the narrow hallway, with a woman who knew how to fight and who was using a taser that could stun Haruka with a single touch, things seemed truly desperate.  And there was no doubt about what was going to happen if Haruka lost the fight.  She and Easy would be murdered.  Probably Kitt too.  Haruka was not given to forming attachments to people other than Tequila.  She protected Tequila Velarro not because of the pay, which had been sporadic for a while.  But because they were friends.  Haruka liked Tequila’s style, and for her part the gambler never treated Haruka, or anyone for that matter, like they were beneath her.  So even when the money dried up, Haruka stayed by Tequila’s side, believing that her employer would find a way to turn her fortunes around.

      Perhaps getting stuck on the Saturday Night Fever wasn’t the way in which Haruka would have seen things improving, and Tequila certainly didn’t.  But Haruka didn’t mind getting off of Darius Three.  She believed Tequila needed a clean break from the last vestiges of her family’s failed business ventures.  But Tequila would never have willingly left Darius Three, and the McCoys had been in the right place at the right time to make it happen.  And for the first time in her life she felt that perhaps Easy McCoy was a true kindred spirit.  Her feelings for him were exciting and strong, even though she tried her best to stay professional even around him.  The last thing she wanted was to die in a dirty hallway when it seemed like happiness was so close to hand.

      Personal survival might not have been enough for Haruka to find the strength to fight so fiercely, but seeing Easy helpless and in pain spurred her on.  Paka kept the taser pointed toward Haruka, using it like a shield.  The bartender’s long arms allowed her to keep Haruka away while still landing blows on the smaller woman.  Behind her Saazar was cursing as he struggled to get back on his feet with both hands bound behind his back.  Haruka knew her time was running out. So she let Paka get close.  The taser was running out of power, but she couldn’t wait on it to die.  She let Paka hit her in the chest.  The blow was hard and knocked the breath from Haruka’s lungs but allowed her to get both hands on the bartender’s wrist.  She twisted hard, bending her body and wrenching down.  There was a moment of doubt when it seemed her tactic was going to fail, then a small, harmless-sounding pop was heard.  It was Paka’s radius bone snapping in two.  She screamed and pulled away from Haruka, dropping the taser.

      Still struggling to get her breath back, Haruka followed up with a kick to Paka’s knee.  It landed, the top of Haruka’s boot connecting with the side of the bartender’s knee.  Haruka had trained to fight professionally.  It wasn’t enough to know the moves–her father had drummed it into her head that every blow needed to land with power.  The kick smashed hard into Paka’s knee, bending it in toward her other one.  It wasn’t enough to break bones or dislocate the joint, but the tendons couldn’t withstand the sudden bend in the wrong direction.  They shredded, not completely snapping in two, but fraying and causing a sudden surge of pain.  Paka dropped to the ground just as Haruka bent over and sucked in hard to inflate her lungs again.

      By that point Saazar was back on his feet.  He couldn’t do much but he intended to try and run her over.  He bellowed as he charged forward.  Haruka didn’t back away, but stepped toward him and threw a hard side kick straight into his face.  Saazar’s head snapped back, his body suddenly stiffening from the traumatic effect of the kick on his brain.  He toppled backward, stiff as a board, his body crashing onto the ground.  Haruka had just enough time to suck in another breath.  She was tired, her body hurting, and her mind was reeling as the door to Saazar and Njokou’s apartment opened.

      “Don’t move or you’re dea—”

      The sound of a laser blast cut him off mid sentence.  Haruka whirled around to see Njokou crash against the door frame to the tiny apartment.  Easy had his gun held up, his hand shaking slightly.  There was blood soaking into his shirt from the laceration that Saazar’s kick had opened.

      “Are you…okay?” Easy groaned.

      “Yeah,” Haruka managed to say, holding up her hand to signal that she needed a moment.

      A muffled cry came from the apartment.  Haruka turned to see Kitt inside, tied to a chair with a gag in his mouth.

      “Thanks for that,” Haruka said, helping Easy sit up.

      “Get Kitt,” he said weakly.  “Is he okay?”

      “Better than you, I think,” Haruka said.

      “Get him,” Easy said.

      She nodded and stepped over Njokou’s body.  The apartment was small.  Two narrow beds pretty much filled the space, with a door to the bathroom between them.  One nook had a tiny refrigeration unit, with a quick-cook oven built in above.  There was a sink that was filled with dirty dishes.  A short counter was cluttered with trash.  In fact, the apartment smelled of grease, body odor, and stinking trash.

      Kitt was tied to a wooden chair, the only one that Haruka saw in the little apartment.  She pulled on the gag.  It was an old sock that had been wadded up and stuffed into his mouth, then held there by another that was tied around his head.

      “Ugh,” Kitt said.  “I don’t even think whiskey will get that taste out of my mouth.”

      “At least you feel like complaining,” Haruka said.

      She drew a small kanzashi from the bun in her hair.  It was a simple, unadorned hair pin, but with a small, curved blade.  She used it to cut the ropes holding Kitt to the chair.

      “Are you hurt?” she asked.

      “No, just angry,” Kitt said.  “How could I have been so stupid?  I should have known a woman like that wouldn’t be so into me.”

      “We were all fooled,” Haruka replied.  “Help me with Easy.”

      They carefully got Easy to his feet.  He could walk but wasn’t very steady.  The entire front of his shirt was soaked with blood, and every step sent agonizing pain through him.

      “The rib,” he groaned.  “It’s cutting into my lung.”

      He coughed, which only made things worse.  Haruka saw specks of blood on his hand where he covered his mouth.  Fear shot through her body like an electric current.

      Paka was still on the floor, crawling toward her apartment.  The two outlaws were unconscious.

      “Should we kill them?” Haruka asked.

      “No, please,” Paka said.  “Kitt, I…I didn’t want to do it.  They made me.  Don’t kill me.”

      Kitt shook his head as he looked at her.  “You want to kill them, Easy?  No objection here.”

      “Let the GU kill them,” Easy wheezed.  “We have to get out of here.”

      They made it to the lift, and Easy pulled out his PCL and glanced at the screen.

      “Stop at the Exchange,” he said.

      “Why?  It’s closed down,” Kitt said.

      “The GU is coming,” Easy said, barely able to stand on his own.  “We have to warn the station.”
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      To his credit, Kitt didn’t doubt the news.  He just took charge, leaving Haruka and Easy by the elevator and running through the maze of booths to find the controls for the station’s public address system.  Once there, the hardest part was powering the system on.  Minutes seemed to race by as he searched desperately for the activation switch.  Finally finding it on the rear panel of the console, he flipped all the old-fashioned toggle levers to the transmit designation so that his announcement would be heard on all the space installation’s levels and docking arms.

      “Now hear this,” he said, his voice booming through the speakers.  “Now hear this.  A Galactic Union military task force is approaching Waypoint.  I repeat, a Galactic Union military task force is approaching Waypoint.  Evacuation protocols engaged.  Make your way to your ships and leave this space station.  That is all.”

      He dropped the microphone and hurried back through the maze of empty booths.  People showed up before he reached his brother.  Some were rushing toward the exits; others were running to where their goods were stored at the various booths.  Some people were skeptical, others in a panic.

      “Let’s go,” Kitt said, as he reached his brother and Haruka.

      “We’re waiting on the lift,” she said.

      “How bad are you hurt?” Kitt asked Easy.

      “This?” Easy said, waving at his stomach with a bloody hand.  “It’s just a scratch.”

      He started coughing and wincing in pain again.

      “This is bad,” Kitt said.  “He needs help.”

      “We have a portable autodoc back at the ship,” Haruka said.

      “A what?  How did we get that?”

      “Long story,” she replied.

      The doors to the elevator opened, but it was crammed full of people from the upper floors.

      “Stairs,” Kitt said.  “This way.”

      Easy limped along.  He had been shot before and stabbed.  He could handle the pain, but his lung wasn’t just hurting.  It was getting harder and harder to breathe.  Each step was agony.  Each inhalation was painful.  If he breathed too deep it caused him to cough.  Kitt pushed open a door to the emergency stairwell.  There were people rushing down.  Easy had to get behind Kitt, put both hands on his older brother’s shoulders, and lean against him.

      Haruka stayed behind Easy, holding onto the back of his jacket, praying they could get to the ship without making things worse.  Other people were rushing past, with no concern for the injured commando.  They bumped and jostled him, slamming them all into the steel walls of the stairwell.

      “Just a little farther,” Kitt said.

      They made it down to the main level where the docking arms were located.  Kitt pulled one of Easy’s arms around his shoulder and held onto his younger brother’s pants at the back.  Haruka took up the other side, trying to support Easy.  His strength was nearly gone.  Every step was a lurch.  People were rushing past them.  Several ships were already leaving the station.  There was no flight control, no safety protocols, just a mad rush to get away.  Few things could cause the hardy individuals living and working on Waypoint to panic like the prospect of a Galactic Union military task force.  They weren’t criminals, but to the GU, just choosing to live outside their rule was a crime.  And while there was as of yet no evidence to support the claim that the GU was coming, few people living in contested space were willing to take the chance that it might be right.

      “Almost there,” Kitt said.

      “Just get him inside,” Haruka said.  “I can take over from there.”

      “You need…” Easy wheezed, “to get…us…out of…here.”

      “Roger that,” Kitt said.  “I hope Hutch has the ship ready.”

      “He will,” Haruka said.

      They reached their ship’s airlock.  Kitt punched in the security code and opened it.  They shuffled in, let it cycle, then pulled Easy into the cargo area.  He went down, all too happy to be off his feet.

      Tiffany was at the door to the cargo area and shouted up the corridor.  “They’re here!”

      The call was repeated by Tequila, who was at the foot of the spiral staircase.  She heard the shout and added her voice to it.  Big Candy was on the main level of the Saturday Night Fever, right beside the spiral staircase.  He heard Tequila and called out to his brother above him. Hutch was on the upper deck, right at the top of the stairs.  He dashed to the bridge.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      “Disengaging docking clams,” Lexa Little said from the pilot’s seat.  “Thrusters activated.  This is going to be a disaster.”

      “What’s wrong?” Hutch asked as he strapped into his seat on the bridge.

      “Too many ships,” Lexa said.  “There’s bound to be collisions.”

      “Let’s try not to have one,” he told her.

      “It would help if I knew where I was going.”

      “Just get us clear of the station and these other ships,” Hutch said.  “Then we’ll decide where to go from here.”

      A moment later Kitt appeared in the doorway of the bridge.  “Who the hell is flying my ship?”

      “It’s my ship,” Big Candy said from behind him.

      “It’s our ship,” Hutch said.  “And this is Lexa Little, GU agent and part-time pilot.”

      “Happy to turn her over to you,” Lexa said.

      “Look out, there are ships all over,” Kitt warned.

      The GU task force suddenly appeared directly ahead of them, halfway between Waypoint Station and the blood red sun of the Luscipherios system.  Big Candy and Tequila were on the bridge, but no one spoke as they stared out at the massive battleship, two interdictor spacecraft, and the swarms of fighters launching from the flag ship.

      Lexa Little rose from the pilot's chair in a smooth motion.  She was in her mid-forties, but she didn’t need to lean over her knees and push herself up.  Kitt slid into the pilot’s seat and took control of the ship.

      “Hutch, punch in the coordinates for the Fanning Belt,” Kitt said as he pressed the pedals forward and pulled back on the joysticks.

      The ship turned up and began moving toward the top of Waypoint Station.  Kitt pressed the throttles forward, adding maximum power to the quad engines.

      “How are we looking?” Kitt asked.

      “Green across the board,” Hutch replied.  “You’ve got full fusion power.”

      “Find me a jump point,” Kitt ordered as he flipped the ship over the top of the space station and started down the far side.

      The blast from the battleship was silent in space, where there was no sound.  But the flash of light was unmistakable.  The space station cracked apart like an egg dropped to the ground.  Gas, debris, and even people began to fly out.

      “Oh, no,” Tequila said.

      “Bastards,” Big Candy snarled.

      “All those people,” Hutch added.

      “They would all be dead if not for Easy making the announcement,” Big Candy said.  “We shouldn’t have doubted him.”

      Kitt thought about saying that he had actually made the announcement, but like Big Candy he owed Easy his life.  Haruka too.  He hadn’t seen the fight outside Saazar and Njokou’s apartment, but he had heard enough to know it wasn’t easy.

      “Let’s just focus on getting out of here alive ourselves,” Kitt said.  “Those fighters will be on top of us any second now.”

      He was flying away from Waypoint, just one of a few dozen ships trying to escape the carnage.  Some made quicker jumps.  Kitt was watching the radar, which showed GU vessels racing toward them as the space station broke apart.  It was a horrific scene and one he knew he would never forget.  They had come so close to dying, and they weren’t out of the woods yet.
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      “Did you say the Fanning Belt?” Lexa said.

      “Should we be telling her that?” Tequila asked.

      “She’s a spy after all,” Big agreed.  “She might tell them where we’re going.”

      “You can’t help them after that?” Hutch said.  “They destroyed the space station with no warning.  They killed hundreds of people.”

      “They had to do something,” Lexa replied, still unwilling to give up on her belief in the Galactic Union.  “The terrorists were escaping.”

      “Terrorists?” Kitt said.  “Is she talking about us?”

      “What about you?” Big Candy said.  “You were on that station.  For all they knew they were killing you too.”

      “We’ll straighten it all out later,” Hutch said.  “Jump point is set, Kitt.”

      “I see it,” he replied.  “You couldn’t get it closer?”

      Laser beams began to flash around them as the GU fast-attack ships closed in.

      “Shields are up,” Hutch said.

      “We’re still nearly a thousand kilometers from the jump point,” Kitt said.

      “She’ll make it,” Big Candy said.  “She’s an excellent ship.”

      “I think Haruka needs your help down in the cargo area,” Tequila said to Lexa Little.  “You know how to work the autodoc you brought on board?”

      “Yes,” Lexa said.  “But it feels a little like you’re just trying to get rid of me.”

      “I’ll take her downstairs and help with Easy.  I’m not much use up here,” Big Candy said.

      They left the bridge as Kitt began to zig and zag across space.  The Saturday Night Fever  was responsive but still gaining speed.

      “Hutch, double up the rear shielding if you can,” Kitt said.

      “On it.”

      A nearby ship was hit by a direct laser blast that ripped through the vessel’s fusion reactor.  The ship exploded in a ball of yellow flame that expanded for one second until the oxygen on board was ripped away by hard vacuum, which snuffed the explosion out, leaving only glittering bits of space dust.

      “They really mean business,” Kitt said.  “They aren’t even ordering us to stop.”

      “There’s no rules to warfare on this side of the contested zone,” Hutch replied.

      “I wish we had guns,” Kitt said.

      “You couldn’t do anything about this,” Tequila said.  “There’s too many of them.”

      The ship was rocked suddenly by laser blasts peppering their shields.  No one felt the impact except for Kitt, but the lights on the bridge dimmed for a moment.

      “I’ve got two ships bearing down on me,” Kitt said.

      “Shields holding at seventy percent,” Hutch said.  “Jump point is under five hundred kilometers.”

      “How long will that take?” Tequila asked as Kitt flipped the ship upside down and sent it sliding sideways to avoid another laser barrage.

      “Too long,” he snapped.

      “Just a minute,” Hutch said.  “Maybe two.”

      “We haven’t got two minutes,” Kitt said, as he pressed the right pedal down and then let the left pedal up.  At the same time he pushed the left joystick forward and pulled the right one back, putting the ship into a tight spin.

      “I can’t watch that,” Hutch said, looking away from the forward viewscreens.  “I’ll throw up.”

      “Come on!  Come on!” Kitt shouted.

      “This is crazy,” Tequila said.

      “Another hit,” Hutch said.  “Shields holding at thirty percent.”

      “One more strike and we could be finished,” Kitt said.

      “So don’t get hit,” Hutch said.  “We’re almost there.”

      Kitt flipped the ship, putting her into a slow, looping correction.  The fast-attack ships were closing in.  Laser light flashed above the ship.  Kitt dipped slightly, then brought the Fever up suddenly.  It was a bit of a feint, the way a boxer would pretend to throw one punch but actually throw another.  The fighters fired wildly, but the laser blasts missed below the Saturday Night Fever.

      Reaching forward, Kitt flipped up the protective cover and activated the hyperdrive.  A moment later the ship reached the jump point and disappeared from the Luscipherios system.  Kitt felt as if a thousand pounds had been lifted from his shoulders.

      “We made it,” he said weakly.

      “Yes!” Hutch shouted.

      “That was too close,” Tequila said.

      “How long, Hutch?” Kitt asked.

      “Sixteen hours,” he replied, “and a little change.”

      “We should go check on Easy,” Kitt said.

      “I’ll keep an eye on things,” Tequila said.  “And call if there’s trouble.”

      “Systems are all in the green,” Hutch said.  “Let’s go.”

      Down in the cargo section Lexa Little had scanned Easy’s body with a wireless trauma wand.  There was clearly internal bleeding.  Easy’s broken rib had to be surgically corrected, which the autodoc could do once he was put to sleep.  But first, they had to do something about his breathing.

      “One lung is filled with blood,” Lexa said.  “Once he’s under, we have to clear it and get him intubated.”

      “That sounds serious,” Tiffany said.

      “The autodoc will do most of it,” Lexa explained.  “But it’s pretty serious.”

      Haruka knew how bad it was.  If his lungs filled with blood, he would suffocate.  And there was nothing the autodoc could do at that point.  Big Candy paced nearby, and the lighting in the cargo section wasn’t great.  She wished they had gotten Easy up to his room where he could be more comfortable, but he wouldn’t feel anything once they got him sedated.

      “You have the morphine?” Haruka asked.

      “In the supplies that came with this machine,” Lexa replied.

      Haruka found the small vial and a syringe.

      “Tiffany, look at the readout and tell me how much morphine to give him,” Haruka ordered.

      “It says eight MGs,” Tiffany said.

      “That’s milligrams,” Big said.  He was pacing nervously, not wanting to crowd the women working on his brother.

      “Got it,” Haruka replied, filling the syringe and then bending low to inject the drug into Easy’s shoulder.

      He looked at her, still wheezing.  He blinked a few times, then passed out.  Lexa was already holding a plastic tube from the autodoc.  “We have to get this down his throat.”

      “I can do it,” Haruka said, taking the tube.

      Lexa moved the small operating machine right next to Easy.  Haruka opened his mouth, tilted his head back, and started feeding the tube down his throat.

      “No wait,” Lexa said.  “You’re going down his esophagus.  We need to get it into his lungs.”

      “I can’t see anything,” Haruka said.

      “Back a little…okay, higher…that’s it.  Go slow…you’re in.”

      “Right on,” Tiffany said, pumping her fist in the air.

      “Suction is on,” Lexa announced.

      A second later the clear tube filled with blood.

      “Initiating respiratory matrix,” Lexa said.  “The autodoc’s got it from here.  He’s lost a lot of blood though.  You’re his brother, right?  He’ll need a transfusion.”

      Big Candy stepped forward.  “Of course.  Whatever he needs.”

      The surgery was done with two tiny incisions.  The autodoc inserted an arm into each hole, fused the broken rib together, repaired the damage to Easy’s lung and muscle tissue, and then stitched him up, including the long laceration across his lower chest.  Big Candy donated blood.  Haruka stayed beside him the entire time.

      Hutch got busy and fabricated a stretcher to get him to his cabin.  It turned out to be more like an infant swing at a playground, but it worked perfectly on the spiral staircase.  Kitt and Tiffany scrubbed the blood and fluids that had leaked out of Easy in the cargo area.  When all was said and done the ragtag crew of the Saturday Night Fever was exhausted.  After some much needed sleep and approximately sixteen hours of travel through hyperspace, Kitt called Hutch and Big Candy to the bridge, just before the ship arrived at the Fanning Belt.

      “I was beginning to think we’d never get here,” Hutch said.

      “Oh, ye of little faith,” Big Candy said with a chuckle.

      “And we thought it was hard up until now,” Kitt said, looking out at the asteroid field.

      Huge chunks of rock, many covered in large sections of ice, floated in a massive group.  It wasn’t just crowded.  It was jumbled, but still a seemingly solid thing–like an enormous fleet of overlapping ships or a school of stony fish drifting in hard vacuum.

      “I can see why so many people died trying to get through it,” Hutch said.  “It’s a humongous maze.”

      “A labyrinth worthy of the minotaur,” Big Candy said.  “We need a Theseus to see us through it.”

      “Our pot of gold is at the center,” Kitt said, turning to face his brothers.  “It’s time to fire up those drones and see if the coordinates are legit.”

      “I’ll bet they are,” Big Candy said.

      “How much do you bet?” Hutch asked.

      “How about…one GU credit,” he said with a grin.

      “I’ll take that action,” Hutch replied.

      “Let’s make some history,” Kitt said.  “The McCoy boys are about to make their dreams come true.”
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      “Sir, we’ve swept the debris field.  The destruction is complete,” the first officer of the GU battleship Hannibal announced.  “All fighters are returning to base.”

      “Very good,” Admiral Ash Tecumseh said.  “That’s one traitorous hive the GU never has to worry about again.”

      Red light shone onto the command and control center of the ship from the huge, high-dynamic holograph projected in the center.  It displayed the entire system, which was mostly the huge red giant star, glowing ominously like a harbinger of doom.  Admiral Tecumseh walked around and around the holographic plot, looking for anything he might have missed.  His task force was there, along with the ruins of the Waypoint Station and dozens of ships that had tried to escape but were obliterated by the fast-attack ships.

      “Would you like to set a course, sir?” the navigation officer asked.

      Admiral Tecumseh looked down at his command tablet.  It gave him complete control of the holographic plot table, along with information on the GU Hannibal and other basic functions like messages.  He had gotten one from the odd little ship that launched this attack, an old Endurance class space yacht called the Saturday Night Fever.  He smiled at the cleverness of the name.  As a young man he recalled having “Saturday night fever” seven days a week.

      On his command tablet the message was still displayed.  It was clear but troubling at the same time.  It simply read: “SNF to the Fanning Belt, Harpazio system.”  There was nothing at the Fanning Belt, no planets, no space stations, not even the resources to serve as a rendezvous site.  It was a massive asteroid field.  If the message was legitimate he thought that it hardly helped, since they could spend weeks searching for a ship around the enormous asteroid field.  And even if they knew a way in, well…they might never be found.  Still, he had his orders.  Follow the little ship and capture it, along with all the crew.  Someone with real power had pulled strings, called in favors, and made some significant promises to send the admiral’s task force on such a goose chase.  But one way or another he would see the mission through.

      “Plot a course for the Fanning Belt,” Admiral Tecumseh said.  “Let’s find out who’s sending us these messages and finish this assignment.  I want to get back across the contested zone ASAP.”

      “Roger that, Admiral, plotting course for the Fanning Belt,” the navigation officer said.

      Ash Tecumseh stood up straight, rubbed his chin, then decided his excellent work of killing traitors deserved a reward.  He had some fine spirits in his ample quarters; it was time he opened them up and had a drink or two.  It wasn’t exactly a “Saturday night fever,” but he decided he would let his hair down, metaphorically speaking of course.

      “I’ll be in my quarters,” the admiral said.  “I want to know as soon as the Endurance class ship is on our scopes.”

      “Aye, sir,” his lieutenant said.

      “You have the con, number one.”

      “Roger that, I have the con,” his lieutenant repeated.

      As Admiral Ash Tecumseh walked out of the command and control center of his fine ship, he thought to himself how much he loved the Galactic Navy.
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      As a prolific storyteller I often have more story ideas than time to write them.  But I’m already at work on the third McCoy book – Fractal Cut – which I hope will be published in early November.  You may not realize that Staying Alive is my 82nd published novel.  So if you’re looking for something else to read, I’ve got you covered.  You can find my books on Amazon, or linked through my website www.tobyneighbors.com
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