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LUNA

If you look out the port or left-hand windows, you’ll see the domes of Luna City glittering in the sunlight. Right now, it’s just about noon SLT, or Standard Luna Time. Even though the city’s in a period of sunlight, you can rest assured—the domes will darken when it’s time for a bit of shut-eye.” The first officer’s voice was smooth and relaxed, and Juliet almost wondered if this was a recorded speech, but then he started to mention current events, like a port-side bar crawl happening in two nights.

She stared out the window, her wonder tuning out the rest of the spiel. Juliet had been jittery with excitement, high on endorphins ever since the shuttle had taken off. It had been better than she’d ever imagined, feeling the helium-3 drive smoothly push them off the planet’s surface and into space at a steady one-point-one standard Earth gravities. Juliet knew some ships rocketed into space a lot more violently, and she still wanted to try something like that, but for her first flight into space, she couldn’t complain about the luxury shuttle.

The flight had been great, and the service even better, but this slow approach to Luna City was the icing on the cake. A massive dome surrounded by dozens of smaller ones glittered in the sunlight, and beneath that miracle of engineering, she could see towers, parks, manufactured streams, and tramlines. She knew some motor vehicles existed on Luna, but most of the people who lived in the main city domes had access to near-ubiquitous public transit. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed softly, watching the glass fog slightly in front of her mouth.

“I’m thrilled to be seeing Luna through your eyes, Juliet. While the visuals don’t compare to some of the footage I’ve found online, I find the shared experience far more wonderful than watching a stranger’s experience alone.” Angel’s voice was hushed, mimicking Juliet’s own awe.

“I’m glad you’re here to see this with me, too.” Juliet smiled and shifted back into the cushions of her seat; the shuttle was maneuvering to place the drive cones toward Luna so it could decelerate for landing.

“Time for one more drink?” her seat companion asked a passing attendant. The pleasant, very thin, uniformed man with close-cropped curly black hair smiled and nodded.

“Another Cattaneo and cola?”

“Yes, thank you.” He glanced at Juliet. “Can I get you one?”

“No, thank you.” Juliet shook her head, her lips twisting into a small half smile. The man, Dillon Carter, had grown gregarious and friendly after a few drinks. He’d been pleasant enough, and became quiet when Juliet closed her eyes for some introspection, so she didn’t hold any ill will toward him. Still, she didn’t feel like letting him buy her a drink. No, Luna was a new start for her, and she didn’t want to start off with any baggage, even something as benign as a drink from a stranger.

“Folks, we’ll start decelerating fairly soon, and you can let your friends and family know you’ll be arriving right on time at 12:27 SLT,” First Officer Nguyen said through the PA system.

Juliet shifted, wondering what it would be like to walk around on the moon, outside the influence of the gravity generator beneath the main dome. The shuttle had maintained something close to a G of gravity with its thrusters and, once free of the atmosphere, had rotated the passenger cabin so the engines were always beneath their feet. Apparently, the cabin was on a sort of gyroscopic set of arms which maneuvered it outside the open outer hull. Of course, that wouldn’t work in the atmosphere, but the shuttle didn’t need to be aerodynamic in space.

“Will they reseat the passenger cabin?” Juliet asked Carter as he began to sip his latest beverage.

He sighed in satisfaction, draining half the dark liquid in one gulp. Then, as he clinked the ice around, he said, “Probably not. The shuttle will dock outside the dome, so there’s no atmosphere and only light gravity to worry about.”

“We’ll be outside the dome?”

“Only in the shuttle. The docks have airlocks—we’ll walk right through into the dome.”

“Oh, right.” Juliet shook her head, looking down a little in embarrassment.

“You’re doing great! My first trip up here, I was like a school kid getting a visit from the reptile man.”

“Reptile man?” Juliet frowned, puzzled.

“Ah, my age and roots are showing, I guess. I grew up in Florida Territory. My folks worked for Gomatsu Corp. At the corpo school, at least once a year, we’d get a visit from a guy who showed us his trained gators and snakes—the reptile man.”

“Were they genned?” Juliet couldn’t imagine a school allowing alligators on the premises.

“Oh, I imagine. They were pretty docile. He even let us pet the gators, and one of them was big enough to swallow a kid.” He shrugged and downed the rest of his drink.

Juliet wanted to know more, suddenly fascinated by the idea of a man bringing alligators to visit school children, but she was interrupted by the first officer speaking again, “You’ll feel a bit more pressure from the drive in the next few minutes, folks. That said, I’d appreciate you all taking your seats and putting away anything that might get messy. Your attendants will be along to collect drinks and recycling.”

“Such a friendly sounding fellow, that first officer,” Carter said, chuckling softly.

Juliet nodded, closing her eyes and waiting to feel the extra thrust in her gut as the shuttle slowed. “Are you connected to the Luna net yet?” she subvocalized.

“Yes. There were handoff satellites between Earth and Luna. I never lost the wider sat-net.”

“Nuclear. No replies from Temo?”

“No. I’ll peruse the news and public records from hospitals in Phoenix if you’d like.”

“Might as well. I’m really worried about Honey.”

“As am I!”

Juliet kept her eyes closed and thought about Honey’s last message again. She’d been excited, and who wouldn’t be? An opportunity to work in a wealthy estate on Luna, teaching a prodigy how to defend herself?

Juliet was filling in the details with her imagination—she didn’t know the girl Honey had been hired to train was a prodigy, but it sounded right to her. Honey was gifted in martial arts, especially with the sword. She’d impressed someone important—someone willing to pay for her to travel to Luna. And now, Temo had gone dark.

“Angel, I feel like a bad friend, but I replied right away, didn’t I? I told her to be careful! Should I have dropped everything and gone to her, forced her to skip the job? I couldn’t do that! It wouldn’t have been right. Would I let someone tell me not to follow a dream?”

“You were embroiled in your own troubles at the time, too.”

“I was. I think that’s why I feel guilty; I wasn’t there for her. If we’d spoken, I could have felt the job out more. I could have gotten contact info for her employer. Damn it, where’s Temo?”

“I may have some news on that front …” Angel’s voice was hesitant, and she trailed off, something she rarely did.

“Are you debating whether to share what you found with me?”

“There’s a news article, Juliet. ‘Local Fixer Found Dead.’”

“They actually called him a fixer?” Juliet shook her head; why was she focused on that? “What’s the story, Angel?”

“‘Timothy “Temo” Watkins was found dead in his East-Phoenix abode, a victim of drive-by gunfire thought to be gang related. His home was struck with no less than two-hundred bullets late Sunday night. His neighbors reported the incident. No one else was in the home at the time of the attack.’ Shall I continue? There are no suspects, and nothing to indicate it had anything to do with Honey. I’m sorry, Juliet.”

“Jeez. Poor Temo. Well, this doesn’t feel random to me.” Juliet frowned, wondering at her lack of emotion; the only thing she could muster was some increased concern for Honey. She’d never met Temo in person and had hardly spoken to him in the last couple of months. Was it normal that she didn’t feel sad?

“Is that a gut feeling?”

“Are you asking if I had a vision or something? No. It’s just good old-fashioned intuition.” The shuttle’s drive had grown steadily louder throughout her conversation with Angel, though it was still nothing more than a background hum—Juliet had the feeling the shuttle was capable of much faster maneuvers, and that the pilot kept things smooth and slow for the comfort of the passengers.

As quickly as it had begun, the drive noise faded away, and the shuttle rocked ever so slightly as it set down on Luna. “That’s touchdown, folks! Welcome to Luna! We’ll be securing the docking collar, and then we’ll begin disembarking. Our flight crew will bring your luggage up as soon as you’ve all exited the shuttle. There are restaurants and sitting areas near our terminal, so you’re welcome to take a load off while you wait, but with only forty passengers, it won’t take us long.”

“No automated luggage claim?” Juliet looked at Carter with the question.

“Not for a shuttle like this. We’ll be in one of the private terminals—one of the perks of paying through the nose.” He winked at her then began fiddling with his seat belt. Juliet followed suit and unbuckled, peering out her window, but all she saw was a gray expanse of plasteel—the side of the spaceport terminal.

“Dang it,” she breathed softly. “I should have been watching out the window when we landed. I didn’t see any of the lunar surface.”

“You can see it from lots of places in Luna City. There’s a great club in the main dome called Dark Side. You can see a long way out from its rooftop deck. Don’t let the name fool you; you can also see Earth.”

“Oh, really?” Juliet’s eyes went a little distant at the idea, imagining the view. “I’ll check it out, thanks.”

“You bet. Glad to have met you, Lucky.” He held out his hand, and Juliet gave it a squeeze with her red plasteel fingers, careful not to smash his bones.

“You too, Carter.”

“Folks,” First Officer Nguyen said, “We’ll begin disembarking now. I’d like to remind you that Luna has its own laws and governance; be sure to refresh your knowledge. We’re pinging your PAIs with the relevant details. Also, please be careful as you stand up—we’re in much lighter gravity than you’re probably used to. Once you pass through the airlock, you’ll be under the influence of the gravity field of the main dome. Take slow, steady steps to the airlock, please.”

Carter and most of the people in the aisle seats stood up, but Juliet sat back, waiting for them to grab their belongings and begin shuffling out of the shuttle. When there was ample space, she stood, stretching and brushing at her dark jeans—she’d dropped a lot of crumbs from her in-flight meal. Her stomach rumbled, and she chuckled; the turkey-flavored protein pie had been delicious but too small to fill her up.

“We really did it, Angel. We’re on Luna, and WBD has no clue.” She was careful to subvocalize; she’d grown a healthy respect for WBD’s ability to snoop her out, and she wasn’t going to leave them any breadcrumbs. She also rapped her knuckles against her forehead and muttered, “Knock on wood.”

“Juliet, your skull is not made of wood.”

“It’s the closest thing around here.” Juliet hurried down the aisle, but had to slow herself and grab one of the nearby headrests for support—she’d veritably flown forward. “I see what he meant by taking it slow and steady.” As she waited for the woman in front of her to start moving, Juliet asked Angel, “How does the dome generate gravity, anyway?”

“It’s a very complicated quantum solution, Juliet, and the details are not public knowledge. It involves using a pair of H-3 fusion reactors to generate a tremendous amount of energy that’s put through a Byre-Garnet inverter to create a mass of negative energy, which is carefully tuned to alter the curvature of nearby space-time. This, when properly calibrated, can manipulate the local gravity to a desired—”

“Okay, Angel. You’re right—it sounds complicated.”

“Rumors abound that the tech was developed by one of the early true AIs, Athena. People speculate that the consortium regulating the current generators and the installation of new ones does not, in fact, understand exactly how it works, either. You’ll only find them in major settlements upon relatively slow-moving astral bodies due to the difficulty of tuning the effect of the space-time curvature—”

“Angel, I said I’m good.” Juliet chuckled. She’d heard about the gravity generators, and had had to study how they’d revolutionized the long-term settlement of moons and big asteroids. Those lessons were just a blur in the back of her mind, filed away with lots of other little facts that she’d thought would never be relevant to her.

Despite protesting about hearing more, she added, “It sounds like it’s kind of dangerous, though. I mean, if they’re just copying the tech from something developed by an AI. Like, what if they tuned something wrong?”

“Hence the heavy regulation and immense security around the generation facilities.” Angel had a certain tone to her voice which Juliet knew meant something like, “I intended to explain things like that if you’d only let me continue speaking.”

“Thanks for the explanation,” she said, knowing some gratitude would go a long way toward appeasing her.

“I hope you enjoyed your flight!” the pretty attendant who’d first greeted Juliet said. It was weird seeing her up close, a woman quite literally out of her dreams. Still, Juliet smiled at her, noted her Starburst name tag said “Celia,” and quickly waved as she stepped through the round doorway into the docking tunnel. Passing through the circular hallway, she felt her steps gradually grow heavier and knew she was moving into the gravity field of Luna City.

When Juliet emerged from the other end of the tunnel over the threshold of a thick airlock door, she found herself in a wide-open space that made her think of an airport but bigger, more expansive. Kiosks were set up in clusters where people gathered to access the local network, and a huge board stood a few dozen paces away, ship and flight information displayed in neat rows on its surface. A helpful message scrolled along its top border: “Your PAI can access this information by connecting to the local net and using the following registration code: 7a#44Ft9.”

The curved plasteel wall rose up behind her for twenty meters or so, and then it merged with the tremendous, jaw-dropping curve of Luna City’s central dome. Juliet stood there like an idiot for several seconds, forcing people behind her to walk around as she let her gaze travel the expanse of the dome—it disappeared in a haze of foggy clouds as she tried to follow it with her eyes toward its apex.

When Juliet spun, still trying to see the top of the dome, her eyes fell on the distant structures of the city, and her heart sped up. Luna City was like Phoenix, if you took all the older square concrete towers and replaced them each with glorious spires—slender and beautiful—made of glass and plasteel, shining and reflecting the light coming through the dome.

As she pulled her gaze in, she saw smaller buildings and, beyond them, a high, gray plasteel wall in the more immediate vicinity. From reading travel guides, Juliet knew the wall was meant to keep transient ship crews and passengers from leaving the spaceport and wandering into the city unchecked.

Shaking her head in wonder, Juliet finally got moving, stepping away from the docking tunnel doorway toward a row of comfortable cushioned chairs that faced the terminal. Like most of the passengers lingering nearby, she had to wait for the crew to bring out her bag.

Taking luggage to the moon wasn’t cheap; nearly a thousand bits of her fare were to pay for the single rolling suitcase she’d checked. With that in mind, she figured most of the other passengers only had a bag or two, or none at all. It seemed Mr. Carter hadn’t checked a bag, or if he had, he wasn’t worried about being the first to pick it up; he was nowhere in sight.

Juliet sat and shifted in her seat to see the tops of the towers in the distance, daydreaming while she waited. She’d only been sitting for five minutes or so before a crew member wheeled out a motorized cart with a couple of dozen bags of various sizes, shapes, and values—from a cheap old duffel that a teenage boy snatched up, to a motorized, pseudo-AI equipped self-propelling trunk that followed a woman wearing a gauzy, see-through jumper that shimmered with rainbow color, barely obscuring her figure as she strolled toward customs.

Juliet’s bag, a hard-shelled, scan-shielded dark blue case with wheels and a telescoping handle, was on the second load of bags delivered by the attendant. She took it and started wheeling it beside her, following bold, yellow signs in the shapes of arrows that directed her toward “Luna Gateway and Customs.”

“Are they going to let me take my guns and knife into Luna City?”

“According to the local laws and regulations, as an operator with a valid license, you can request a Luna City weapons license. The city FAQ indicates that you’ll likely experience a three- to seven-day wait.”

“What do I do in the meantime?” Juliet frowned, her stomach grumbling again as she passed another port-side restaurant. She saw a man eating a pile of steaming fries, and she couldn’t help licking her lips.

“There are lockers at Luna Gateway Station.”

“Great. So I’m going into a new city unarmed.” Juliet flexed her cybernetic fist and shrugged. “Well, not exactly unarmed.” She followed the light foot traffic, carefully moving to the side as people in carts zoomed past. When she’d gained some distance from the port wall of the dome, Juliet turned back to see that here and there, the plasteel was regularly broken up by enormous round windows which gave views of the port exterior—white-gray lunar plains fell away into a black horizon and, closer, ships of all sizes and shapes were visible.

Juliet caught her breath and, again, stood in wonder for a while, watching as an enormous vessel floated by, hanging a thousand meters above the lunar surface. The ship was probably too large to land and was in a close orbit to allow shuttles and supply ships quick access. It was a great dark gray, black, and red-painted juggernaut that looked like a cross between a sideways skyscraper and a cuttlefish. “Angel, what’s that ship?”

“That’s Grendel, a Kroger Corp dreadnought. It’s based out of New Galveston on Mars and is used as an escort for helium-3 cargo vessels.”

“God, it looks like it could destroy a city.”

“Certainly, it could, using orbital bombardment, but there are too many treaties and penalties in place for that to happen. There haven’t been orbit-to-surface kinetic attacks since the Takamoto-Cybergen war.”

“Nope,” Juliet said, turning and continuing her trek. “That doesn’t stop corps from killing their citizens a thousand other ways. Doesn’t stop us from shooting and stabbing each other.” She frowned, upset that her dark thoughts were intruding on an occasion that should be joyful. “Come on, Angel. Let’s see what Luna City is like.”
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MIRAGE

Juliet rolled her case over to the rows of rentable lockers lined up on the right side of the cavernous hall that fed into Luna City customs—rows of scanners manned by people in comfortable-looking white and blue uniforms. The lockers were biometrically secured, and when she found a vacant one, all she had to do was have Angel pay for a weekly rental—fifty-five bits—and press her thumb against the pad. When the locker clicked, Juliet opened it and pulled her suitcase close.

Inside she’d packed, beneath her relatively new clothing, all purchased in the mall attached to the Phoenix Spaceport, her Finch Executive needler, Hershel Company MP5, vibroblade, and several extra magazines for both guns. Looking around quickly, as though she were doing something illicit, she lifted the weapons and magazines out of her suitcase and put them into the locker. As she pulled it closed and stood up, she saw she wasn’t the only one, not by a mile, locking her guns away.

“Angel, you’ve requested a weapons license?”

“No, but I can now if you’d like. It’s a five-hundred-bit fee.”

“Ugh. How long does it last?”

“Five years.”

“Yeah.” Juliet nodded, walking toward the shortest queue of people in front of the customs lanes. “Am I still pretending to be Clara Royce?”

“For the cameras, but for the customs scan and ID ping, your SOA license will get you through. I’ve hundreds of images and names prepared to cycle through for ID pings as you move about the city; it will be impossible for anyone to trace you that way.”

“Have I told you I love you lately, Angel?” Juliet spoke aloud, winking at the little girl who turned at the sound of her voice. The girl smiled and waved her tiny fingers, gripping a pink-haired, lifelike doll.

“You have, though I begin to wonder if you only love me for my administrative services.”

Juliet knew Angel was trying to tease her, but she still affected a shocked expression and cried, “How could you doubt my love?”

“I don’t! Juliet, I was joking!”

“You’re too easy.” Juliet grinned and watched as the little girl and the couple in front of her moved into the blue-gray tunnel of the scanner. She stepped to the yellow line that proclaimed WAIT HERE!

As the family passed through the scanner and stopped at the plastiglass booth to speak with the customs officer, Juliet gripped her suitcase handle, wondering at the butterflies in her gut.

“You’re fine. Nothing to be worried about,” Angel soothed.

“See? Now, that’s why I love you. How’d you know I was getting nervous?”

“Your heart rate and breathing follow a certain pattern I’ve come to recognize when you—”

“You’re killing the magic, Angel.” As a green light lit up on the front of the scanner, Juliet walked forward, wheeling her case. She’d switched off its active shielding—nothing inside was illegal, and she didn’t want to arouse suspicion. Juliet passed through the gray tunnel, unable to hear or see anything that might be happening behind the scenes, and then, without any alarms sounding, she stepped in front of the booth.

“Welcome to Luna, ma’am.” The customs officer was a red-faced young woman with short blonde pigtails and a stylish retro steampunk set of specs resting on her pert little nose. “Coming through on an SOA license, I see. Any weapons to declare?”

“You mean on me?” Juliet stammered, adding, “I mean, or are you asking about the lockers?”

“On you, ma’am. We didn’t detect anything overt. Is there something we might have missed?”

“No.” Juliet figured it was best not to confuse matters with overly verbose answers.

“How long will you be staying in Luna City?”

“I’m not sure. A week or so.”

“Please make sure your PAI is familiar with the laws and regulations of the city. If you stay longer than twenty-nine standard Luna days, you’ll need to apply for corporate sponsorship, a tax ID, and a visa.”

“Understood.”

Just as Juliet thought she might be finished and started to turn toward the tunnel in the big plasteel wall, the woman asked, “What about the deck, ma’am?”

“The deck?” Juliet glanced down at her suitcase. “My data deck?”

“Yes. Do you have any data on it that could be perceived as a threat to the interests of Luna Corporate Consortium or its allies in the Sol System?”

“Oh.” Juliet smiled. “No, I don’t.” The fact that she didn’t know if the data she’d stolen from GARD had anything to do with Luna Corporate Consortium certainly helped the lie feel natural.

“Have a pleasant stay. I’ve sent your PAI your visitor permit.”

“Thank you.” Before something could make the woman change her mind, Juliet hurriedly wheeled her suitcase toward the tram station on the side of the big, gray plasteel wall. “What if she wanted to scan my deck?” she subvocalized as she stood to the side, waiting for the next tram.

“All of your data is encrypted and hidden. It’s possible they could find the files and take them or copy them, but they’d not be able to tell what they were. I feel that question is more a formality, perhaps a way to detain someone they think is otherwise suspicious.”

“Huh.” Juliet fidgeted then squatted to unzip her suitcase enough to slip her deck out. She hung it over her neck, tucking it down beneath her comfy, lightweight gray vest. The temperature in the dome, according to her AUI, was 24 degrees Celsius, and with the breeze blowing through the tram tunnel, she felt very comfortable in her long-sleeved shirt.

“I like your hand.” Juliet turned down toward the voice and smiled when she saw the little girl with the doll from earlier. Juliet spread her red, plasteel fingers and said, “It’s not my favorite color, but it’s not bad, huh?”

“I like red a lot!” the girl replied, and then a young woman in a light-gray business skirt hurried over, grabbing her wrist.

“Sam! I’m sorry if she’s bothering you,” the woman apologized, pulling the girl away.

“It’s no bother,” Juliet called after her, but the woman didn’t look back. She sighed and asked Angel, “Tell me about some of the jobs—”

She stopped speaking as she saw a tram coming down the tunnel. Silvery, sleek, and faster than any of the transit around Tucson, it rapidly approached and stopped.

A pleasant voice announced, “Silver line is open and serving the main loop through the central Luna City dome. This public transit vehicle will depart in two minutes and fifty-three seconds.” Juliet followed the sparse crowd onto the tram car, pleased that it wasn’t crowded; there were plenty of seats to go around.

As she sat down, positioned, she hoped, for a good view of Luna City as they cleared the tunnel, she tried her question again. “Tell me about some of the jobs you found. I mean aboard ships.”

“There are quite a few, but one that stood out to me was a job aboard a merchant vessel called Polar Perishables. The ad says they are a midsize operation, have a friendly crew, and are seeking a ‘network and data person’ to work on streamlining their merchandising system while en route to the Jupiter system.”

“And they’ll hire SOA operators?”

“Yes, I found their advertisement on the Luna City SOA board as well as on a civilian posting.”

“I don’t know,” Juliet said, leaning the side of her head against the cool window. “Sounds kinda boring, but seeing Jupiter and the domes on Europa would be nice.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to interview, would it?”

“I guess not. Maybe we’ll set something up. Let’s talk about it when we get to the hotel.” Juliet grabbed the edge of the seat as the tram started moving—she’d totally tuned out the automated announcements. The tunnel exit rapidly grew larger, and then the tram was out, and she was treated to a panoramic view of an enormous park that opened up around the tram tracks, the green expanse running all the way to the edge of the tall spires of Luna City. “God,” she breathed. “How did they build so much so fast? How long ago was this city founded?”

“It was founded in 2038. To answer your first question, much of the city was constructed with AI-controlled labor—swarms of nanites and millions of tons of heavy equipment and raw materials. Some of the same strategies are still employed, though on a smaller scale and with much less sophisticated AIs running the nanites. Still, as new buildings and domes are required, the newer, less dangerous tech has proven sufficient.”

“It’s amazing,” Juliet said, eyeing how some of the tallest, most graceful spires stretched up almost to the dome itself, where hazy moisture hung. “Does it rain here?”

“Yes, a weather system is monitored and managed by atmospheric towers near the dome’s edges. They’re built on principles similar to the terraforming towers working to cleanse Earth’s air and water. You’ll also find similar technology on many of the solar system’s moons and Mars.”

“Isn’t it great, Angel?” Juliet watched the downtown area of Luna City rapidly approach, admiring the slender, reflective towers. As they grew near, however, she saw more and more advertisements, and some of the magical sheen fell away, especially when they rounded a corner and she saw a gigantic, full-video ad on the side of an enormous arcology building for a WBD medical nanite implant.

“Ugh,” she grunted, moving her eyes off the building and down to the sidewalks, watching the people of Luna moving along. They looked much like the people of Phoenix, but their fashion was definitely different. Juliet had a hard time putting her finger on it at first, but then she realized they just seemed more comfortable. They wore brighter colors and lighter fabrics mixed with coats and hats that no one in Phoenix would wear, at least not in the daytime, and not downtown. She saw faux white fox furs, top hats, people with canes and cowboy boots, all mixed with people wearing expensive tailored suits or others wearing almost nothing.

“Luna City downtown, stop A,” the tram announced, rapidly decelerating and coming to a halt. “Moving to Luna City downtown, stop B, in one minute and fifty-four seconds.”

“You’ll want to disembark here,” Angel said. “The hotel you requested is less than a kilometer from this station.”

Juliet hurriedly stood up and moved to the open tram doors. When she stepped out, the smell in the air caught her by surprise. The odor in the space station and the tram had been decidedly neutral, but here, standing on the plasteel platform of the tram, she was surprised by the moisture in it and the faint, cloying scent of something like a mixture between urine and body odor. She wrinkled her nose and moved to the steps leading down from the platform.

“It smells a little like Phoenix in the summer. I mean the downtown area. God, why did I think it would smell cleaner?”

“The air is treated and recycled, and the frequent showers are said to freshen the city’s odor, but there are nearly nine million permanent residents of Luna City, and many of them are unhoused.”

“Unhoused?”

“Yes. As in most cities on Earth, there are those who do not want to work in the corporate system. Luna City has a harder time than terrestrial cities when it comes to displacing those individuals. There are work programs and shelters, but you’ll find that many people come to Luna and overstay their visas. Some argue that it’s the always pleasant temperatures and weather, and suggest altering the daily cycles of artificial weather to include snow and hailstorms, but advocacy groups—”

“Okay, okay. I think I get it,” Juliet cut her off, noticing, as she descended the steps of the tram station to the sidewalk running perpendicular to the tramline, that she suddenly felt like she was in any old city on Earth. Up close, the buildings didn’t look so special. Up close, she could see the stains on the plasteel sidewalks and the storefronts. Up close, she could see the people lurking in doorways, giving her hooded, sidelong, measuring glances.

“I should have known better,” she muttered, wondering how she could have thought there was some kind of fairy-tale, magical city on the moon. Sure, it was a wonder, the very fact that it existed was a wonder, but she’d given the corporations running things a bit too much credit. She’d given people too much credit. “When people gather, you’re gonna get all kinds, I guess.”

Juliet glared at a shifty-looking man who openly stared at her from the doorway of a closed business. He had bulging chrome eyes, a messy wire-job on his left hand, and twitched like he was in dire need of his next fix. Still staring at her, he muttered something to the hooded, bulky man next to him, and they both shifted toward her, making a show of walking in the same direction. “Angel,” Juliet said. “How far is the hotel?”

“Seven hundred meters.”

“Are we in a bad part of town?” Juliet sighed. Not for the first time, she wished she had better mastery of the psionic lattice in her head. She wished she didn’t have to close her eyes and concentrate on an image of the target in mind, and she wished that it was more accurate and not prone to being overwhelmed by others’ thoughts in a crowded area. If she were to stop and try to focus on the man following her, it could be disastrous.

“Bad part of town? Do you mean high crime rates?”

“Yes.” Juliet tried to keep her tone even. She increased her pace, trying to join a larger group of pedestrians moving in the same direction. As she caught up to the small crowd, she glanced over her shoulder, relieved to see the two men still walking along the sidewalk but talking animatedly. They’d fallen behind quite a lot and didn’t seem at all interested in her. “Maybe I’m just too nervous.”

“Luna City has low levels of violent crime during the daytime, and overall less crime than Phoenix, though they do have higher instances of kidnapping and, as I was saying before, vagrancy.”

Juliet quickened her step, annoyed at having to roll her suitcase with her. She was strong enough, especially with her cyber arm, to carry it, but it was awkward—too big for her to lug without it bouncing against her hip or knee. “I think I’m going to lighten my wardrobe and switch to a backpack. This suitcase just seemed so cool, and I was excited to be able to pack so much, but it’s not practical if I’m going to be moving around a lot.”

Angel didn’t reply, and Juliet figured she had nothing to add to the subject. It wasn’t like the PAI ever had to worry about luggage. Though she felt a little sheepish about it, Juliet continued to look over her shoulder periodically, always on guard for someone who might want to mess with her in one way or another. One thing she’d picked up over the last few months was a very healthy sense of paranoia, and she didn’t think it was wise to ignore her instincts in a new city, even one as “magical” as Luna.

“For all I know,” she muttered, perhaps for Angel’s benefit, perhaps to make herself feel better, “those guys backed off because I stared at them and hurried my pace. They saw I wasn’t an easy, dopey tourist.”

“A distinct possibility,” Angel replied. “Your hotel is the next building on the right.”

Juliet glanced up and to her right, where a rounded, mirrored tower rose into the pale, misty sky. At street level, it was darker, the plasteel curves more gray than shiny, but if she ignored that and focused on the parts of the buildings soaring high over their heads, the Luna skyline was still beautiful.

The hotel she’d chosen was Mirage Suites, one of the oldest registered hotels in Luna City. Juliet hadn’t picked it because it was old, though. She’d had Angel research hotels known for their discretion. When Angel had come upon Mirage Suites, she’d found a lot of online chatter indicating it was a favorite of visiting SOA operatives.

When Juliet saw the cursive, amber faux-neon sign that said simply “Mirage,” she smiled, pleased with her decision. Something about the signage and the revolving door evoked a weird sense of nostalgia that was only compounded when the suit-wearing doorman tipped his bowler hat and said, “Welcome, ma’am.”

“Thank you,” Juliet replied, stepping into the revolving doorway. She barked a short laugh, amused at how the door started moving ahead of her steps without her needing to push on it. More than that, it seemed to have clever sensors and an intelligent management program, because it slowed enough for her to pull her suitcase in behind her, then sped up as she started walking again. Juliet shook her head, but her smile didn’t fade. Why was she getting so excited about a door?

As the plastiglass panel in front of her spun past the opening and she stepped out into the lobby, her smile only broadened, her earlier dark thoughts fading. Juliet felt like she’d stepped back in time into a noir mystery set in an elegant New York hotel from the mid-twentieth century. Marble floors arranged in a checkerboard pattern of black and white gleamed in the light of a crystal-and-brass chandelier that hung from the vaulted, plaster ceiling. To one side, in a recessed, carpeted area, elegant faux-leather sofas were arranged around an enormous marble hearth in which soft flames flickered.

People sat and meandered in the big lobby, wearing all sorts of attire, though it was clear that most of them spent a good deal more time and money on their appearance than Juliet. She shifted, a little uncomfortable around so many finely dressed people, and started rolling her bag toward the tall, darkly stained wooden counter. The wall behind was painted burgundy and had framed, black-and-white photos of what Juliet could only guess were early pictures of the Luna skyline, with far fewer buildings than the present day.

A synth stepped forward as she approached. “Welcome to Mirage Suites, madam.”

Juliet wasn’t sure how she knew he was a synth—he had real-looking flesh, hair, and eyes, but something about his posture and movements as he approached the counter signaled to a deep part of her brain that this wasn’t a natural, living being. He wore a white dress shirt under a black vest and smiled at her pleasantly. Juliet released her grip on her suitcase and rested her arm on the warm, wooden counter.

“Hello,” she greeted, then smiled, running her left hand’s fingertips over the counter. “Is this real wood? Seems expensive to ship wood to the moon …”

“Oh, Luna has had genned hardwood growing in domes twelve and thirteen for nearly thirty years now. Lovely, isn’t it?” He, too, ran his palm over the rich surface, and Juliet found herself second-guessing her earlier assessment. Maybe he was just a strangely awkward person who stood staring into space when not speaking to customers. He interrupted her musings by asking, “Are you checking in or simply visiting?”

“Oh, did my PAI not contact you?”

“We don’t accept wireless connections here in the Mirage. I’ll be happy to take your information and provide a payment code.”

“Oh, right!”

“I explained this to you when we chose this hotel. It’s why we couldn’t check on vacancies,” Angel added.

Juliet chuckled, saying, “I’m checking in under my SOA license. The number is XR713-004.”

“Excellent, madam. Would you like a single room or a suite? We have a special on the Venetian suite …”

“No, no. Just a single room for me, please.”

“Very well. One bed?”

“Yes.”

“Wonderful,” he replied, eyes flickering with LEDs as his AUI flashed information at him. “I’ll put you in room 419. How many nights?”

“Let’s say a week for now.”

“Very good, very good. The rate is one-eighty per night. We’ll require payment remittance each day before 11:00 a.m., or we’ll assume you’ve checked out.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I like how you guys do things, but it’s kinda weird not being able to set these things all up remotely, isn’t it?”

“Indeed, but the founder of this hotel, Mr. West”—he gestured to a black-and-white photo of a tall man in a three-piece suit standing in front of the hotel, the neon Mirage sign behind him—“survived the war, and swore he’d never put anything he valued on a public net, never allow even local wireless connections to his data. The Mirage has stood by that core-value statement since the treaties were signed.”

“Uh, the pictures are black and white for style, right?” Juliet knew the answer, of course, but something about the man in his suit screamed of pretense, and she wanted to deflate the tall tale a little.

“That’s right, madam. Color photography existed long before humans settled on the lunar surface.”

“Right,” Juliet smiled and thumped her palm on the wooden counter. “Well, thank you, um …” She looked pointedly around for a name tag or nameplate of any sort, but not finding one, she let the silence hang for a moment, wondering if he’d get the hint. He stood impassively, so she said, “Sir.”

“You’re welcome. Here.” He reached below the counter and lifted a thin paper brochure with a picture of the hotel on the front. “This is a directory of our services. You’ll find your room number and the code you’ll need to remit payment for your room printed within. The elevators are just there to your right. Will you need help with your luggage?”

“No, thank you.” Again, Juliet thumped the counter with her palm. Maybe his lack of personality was causing her to act out a little. Overall, she was pleased, though; the fellow might have weirded her out a bit, but she appreciated the utter anonymity of the hotel’s policies.

She started wheeling her suitcase toward the shiny brass doors of the elevators when a new window appeared on her AUI, and Angel excitedly spoke up.

“Juliet! I was going through a block of spam messages the SOA forwarded from your old operator ID—I think one of them is from Honey!”
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A PLEA FOR HELP

What do you mean?” Juliet asked Angel, her pulse quickening as she stepped into the elevator.

“SOA operatives receive many unsolicited messages. Unconfirmed addresses are pushed into a spam file and left to be scanned by a competent mail daemon or PAI to see if they are relevant for the user.”

“How old is the message?” Juliet asked, connecting the dots. Her old operator ID had received something, possibly from Honey, and the SOA system had taken a little while to forward it to her new ID.

“Just over three days. It’s a voice file, Juliet.”

Thoughts began to race through Juliet’s mind. Why was Honey sending a message to her SOA account and not directly to her? Why had it gone into spam?

A deep uneasiness accompanied the questions, and Juliet knew why: the only answer to those two questions was that Honey was in some kind of trouble.

The only thing keeping her from listening immediately to the message was fear. Was she about to hear a days-old message from a friend who needed immediate help? Was Honey dead, her fruitless plea for aid lost in a spam database until it was too late?

The bell rang, the doors opened, and Juliet stepped into the plush, carpeted hallway of the fourth floor. Following the numbers on the doors, she found her room without any trouble, her mind too busy to admire the soft lighting or framed photos on the corridor walls. When she touched the door handle, it buzzed and clicked, and she knew her biometrics had been paired with the lock. Juliet was desperate to hear Honey’s message, but she wanted to be in her room, sitting down, so she could focus on it.

The room was adorned in a sleek, retro style which echoed the lobby’s mid-twentieth-century elegance. The walls were painted in rich, warm tones of deep burgundy and gold, while the floors were covered in thick carpeting that felt soft and luxurious underfoot. A large, ornate four-poster bed dominated the center of the room, with crisp white linens and plump pillows. If she weren’t stressed by Honey’s message, Juliet might have been tempted to sink into that mattress and relax.

She walked over to the bed, left her suitcase at its foot, and pulled back one of the window’s heavy velvet drapes. She saw the street below and the face of the nearby buildings—the fourth floor didn’t afford much of a view. Juliet let the curtain fall, happy for the increased sense of privacy and seclusion. A small table and chair provided a cozy spot for conducting business in one corner of the room, so she pulled the chair out, sat down, and played Honey’s message.

The audio quality was rough, with a lot of static and background noise. She could hear the grinding warble of an electric motor with bad bearings, people talking in low voices, and the sounds of children whimpering and crying. Honey’s voice was hesitant and soft, and she spoke hurriedly.

“J, they took my PAI. I hope this message reaches you. I’m sending it through the SOA net; it’s the only way I know how to get it to you. I’m using an old deck one of the others here got working; we’ll probably lose it next time they do a sweep. I don’t know where we are, but definitely off Luna. It feels like a big ship, and they’ve been accelerating for a couple of days now, but it’s less than a G; I float a little when I jump before coming down. Speaking of which, I don’t know how long this message will take to get to you. I hope a relay picks it up soon. God, J, I don’t even know the date. We were unconscious for a while.”

There was a significant pause as the background noise grew quiet, and Juliet pictured Honey holding her hand over the deck’s mic or hiding it under her shirt. “Listen, J, I have to hurry. If you can help or contact someone who can, please do! I’m with a girl. She’s very special. I don’t know why they took us. The others don’t, either, but it can’t be good. They’re treating us like cattle. Contact her father! Please! His name’s Alexander Voronov. Tell him we were taken in Crater Park. Tell him I heard the men talking about someone named Levkin. Don’t contact corpo-sec, J. The men who took us were wearing Luna City constable uniforms.”

As the recorded message ended and the static hiss faded from her ears, Juliet sat there, frozen by the reality of the situation. She’d worried about Honey, even more so when she found out Temo was dead, but somewhere in the back of her mind, she’d thought maybe she was worried about nothing. Maybe Honey was just busy or incommunicado with her new job. Somehow, she’d convinced a significant part of herself that all she’d need to do was poke around Luna for a little while and see that things were fine.

“Angel, what can you see about this message’s origin?”

“It was picked up by an outward relay satellite. Judging by the relative position of the planets three days ago, I’d say the ship was traveling toward Saturn.”

“So, this message was sent three days ago, and the ship was traveling toward Saturn. Could it have reached the moons around Saturn by now? Can you trace it back? I mean, can we reply?” Juliet drummed her fingers on the desk, her mind slowly coming to grips with the idea that Honey had been kidnapped.

“I’m sorry, but the deck they used was issued a temporary network address, and it seems to have gone offline. My attempts to reach it are halted at the relay sat. Based on the location of the satellite and considering the ship is accelerating at less than a G—in fact, it sounds like only around half a G—I doubt it has reached Saturn yet. Depending on the ship’s size, tolerances, navigation capabilities, and the output of its drive, it’s likely still a week or more out from Saturn. It didn’t sound like Honey and the others she’s being held with were in acceleration couches, so I find it likely they’ll be traveling a while longer.”

“What can you find about Alexander Voronov?”

“I was about to tell you: there’s a recent news article about him being assassinated. He was an elected official here on Luna, serving on the Citizen’s Governance Board, which operates in conjunction with the Luna Corporate Consortium.”

“Are you kidding me? He’s dead?” Before Angel could answer, Juliet blurted a secondary thought, “They have elections here?”

“Yes, the CGB and LCC are supposed to serve in a system of checks and balances to maintain the standard of ethical treatment between citizens and corporations on Luna.”

“So, Honey is taken along with the girl she’s supposed to be training or mentoring or whatever, and then the girl’s father is killed. You can see this isn’t coincidental, right?”

“The odds of a coincidence seem very far-fetched.”

Juliet abruptly stood and began to pace. She wanted to bolt out the door, charge down to the spaceport, and see about getting a ride to Saturn, but she knew things didn’t happen that fast, not with space travel. She’d completed two full circuits of her hotel room before Angel spoke again.

“I’ve found that Alexander Voronov has a brother, and that he’s posted a reward for information about his missing niece.”

“Really?” Hope bloomed in Juliet’s chest. Maybe the uncle would have some information. “His name?”

“Peter. Peter Voronov. Shall I attempt to contact him?”

“Yes!” Juliet continued to pace, her mind jumping to one conclusion after another. Why had they taken Honey if they were kidnapping the girl? Maybe they wanted someone to look after her? Were they going to seek a ransom? If so, why would they take her all the way to Saturn?

“There is no answer, but an automated response indicated that if we have information about Lilia, the missing girl, to leave a message. Would you like me to do so?”

“Yes, send the following: I may have information about where Lilia was taken. I’m interested in helping. Contact me ASAP.” Juliet paused a moment, then said, “Wait.” She wanted to think about things for a moment. Someone powerful had already been killed. Honey and the girl had been taken and were already halfway across the solar system. Should she advertise that she had information? Was she just putting a target on her back? What if the uncle was complicit?

She vacillated back and forth a few more times, trying to listen to her gut. Finally, she said, “Okay, change the message to this: My friend was taken with Lilia. I’d like to meet to share information. Please get in touch with me ASAP.”

“You’re certain?”

“Yes. Thanks for checking.”

“I routed the message through several public relays. They won’t be able to pin your location down.”

“Good thinking.” Juliet flexed her cybernetic fist, looked down at it, and frowned. She’d wanted to get an upgrade while on Luna, among many other things, but now, it was starting to feel like she’d be moving on soon.

She glanced at her suitcase, then down at her clothes. “Angel, while we wait, narrow down my shipboard job prospects to those bound for the Saturn system, and let’s go shopping. First, a store where I can buy a good backpack, and then a high-end cybernetics clinic. Someplace I won’t have to wait all day to be seen.” While Angel carried out her requests, Juliet shrugged out of her vest and pulled her somewhat stretchy long-sleeved shirt over her head.

She dug around in her suitcase until she found an olive-green tank top and put it on. She looked in the mirror, ensuring her sports bra looked all right with the top, then put on her vest. She hated how her fleshy upper arm looked where it met the red plasteel of the cyber-job. She wished it had a cuff or something that would hide the strange synth-flesh scar tissue that met with the plasteel, melding the two.

“Not pretty, but hopefully, it’s only temporary.” She wanted her arms free so that, if she found a willing doc, it would be easy to inspect her current prosthetic. “Besides, it wasn’t cold out there.”

“It might be chilly if it rains.”

“I’ll be fine.” Juliet turned, hurriedly walking out of the room and to the elevator as if on a deadline. In her mind, she was.

On the way down, Angel said, “There’s an equipment store that caters to space-faring travelers not too far away. It’s called ShipBound, and they have excellent reviews in the Luna City travel guide.”

“Right, make me a map, please.”

The bell rang, and Juliet hurried out through the lovely hotel lobby. She had just put her hand up to hurry the rotating door along when her map changed.

“I’ve reprioritized your itinerary,” Angel informed her. “A well-regarded clinic for cybernetic implants had a cancellation and is willing to see you based on your payment status.”

“Payment status?”

“Uninsured, Sol-bits.”

Juliet snorted, shaking her head as she stepped out onto the plasteel sidewalk. Foot traffic wasn’t very heavy, but she still had to step back to avoid the press of people while she spoke to Angel. “I mean, don’t set me up with the first chop doc you could find …”

“I wouldn’t!” Angel’s voice rose with outrage. “You asked for a high-end clinic, and this one fits the bill. Your appointment is in nine minutes, and it will take you nearly fourteen if you walk.”

“Damn it, Angel! Lead with that!”

Juliet looked at her map and started jogging along the sidewalk, following the dotted line. She had to weave between pedestrians, receiving more than one angry curse as she brushed shoulders with the occasional cluster of people.

“You’re doing well,” Angel said, displaying a countdown timer and estimated travel time in her AUI. At the moment, her pace seemed fast enough to give her a minute of spare time.

“Couldn’t you tell them I might be a few minutes late?” Juliet huffed, hurrying around a corner, pleased that Luna’s engineers had created a city grid that appeared to be perfectly level.

“I didn’t want to hurt your chances of getting the open appointment.” Angel only paused a moment before she added, “I found a promising shipboard gig for you. It’s a midsize salvage vessel heading to Saturn.”

“Yeah?” Juliet asked, carefully sidestepping a woman walking beside a fully plasteel synth pushing a stroller. The air seemed to grow less humid and stale as she ran, and she realized she was moving away from the big park and its engineered streams at the city’s edge. Before Angel could continue telling her about the job, she asked, “Do they treat the city’s runoff in that park? Is that why the air smelled a bit … dank back there?”

“Yes. As I was saying, the salvage vessel is called the Kaminari Kowashi, and it is run by a husband and wife. They have a small crew and are seeking a competent operator to help with ‘engineering odd jobs’ and security on a high-value salvage ‘in or around’ the Saturn system.”

“Seriously? It sounds perfect, assuming the salvage job isn’t going to take months or something like that.”

“That information is not in the listing. Shall I request a meeting?”

“Yes,” Juliet replied, darting around another corner, marveling at how strange it was to run around a city with the only “traffic” being occasional trams that ran between the sidewalks. “Shit, Angel, couldn’t I have taken a tram?”

“You would have taken longer waiting for the correct one.” Angel sounded almost speculative, and Juliet wondered if her PAI had made her run out of spite or some obsessive desire to force her to exercise. Her map indicated the building was straight ahead, two hundred meters away, and she still had four minutes to spare. She slowed her pace, settling into an easy jog while trying to slow her breathing.

When Juliet paused outside the building, she stared at the bright, projected images of elegant men and women with obviously high-end augments displayed along its plasteel exterior wall. Silvery block lettering over the automated door announced Moonrise Augmentations.

Juliet snorted. “A little on the nose, isn’t it?”

“I, too, found it interesting. I searched through the local business directory and found that nearly thirty percent of Luna City businesses have some variation of the words moon, lunar, celestial, or dark side in them.”

“Huh. Guess they don’t win points on creativity.”

Juliet stepped up to the door and then through it when it hissed open. The air felt five degrees cooler and less humid, the noise from the sidewalk and the trams instantly vanished, and the lighting shifted toward soft blues. She stood in a stylish, highly polished lobby with sleek glass counters, stainless black memory-fiber chairs, and rectangular stands projecting holographic images of what Juliet guessed were the wares for sale.

As she stepped up to one of the projections, a cultured, soothing feminine voice began to describe the white, egg-shaped device as it rotated in the air. “The Yang Corporation has been manufacturing high-end prosthetic organs for nearly half a century, and the 2108 model of their venerable pancreas line is no exception. Capable of safely cleansing your blood of lethal doses of sugar, the …”

Juliet stepped away, and the voice faded. She walked further into the clinic lobby and, after passing another row of holographic displays, approached the long, faintly tinted glass counter behind which the receptionist sat. “Hello,” Juliet said as she stepped forward.

The woman had carefully coiffed blue hair, a high-collared, open-necked, gauzy pink blouse, and the prettiest eyes Juliet had ever seen—sparkling pink irises highlighted by stunning shades of blue eyeshadow and long, delicate lashes. She looked up from a tablet display, and those eyes crinkled in a warm smile. “Good afternoon. May I help you?”

“I’m here for an appointment. My PAI contacted you a few minutes ago …”

“Ah! Lucky?”

“That’s me.” Juliet smiled and nodded.

“Oh, dear! Did you hurry here? You look positively flushed. Take a seat, and I’ll get you some water.”

“Um, thank you,” Juliet replied, glancing to where the woman pointed. She saw the indicated deep-seated memory-fiber chair and stepped over to sit down. The material stretched and contracted, forming itself around her body like a glove. As she sank into it, Juliet felt nearly weightless. “Oh gosh! I need to get one of these.”

“Isn’t it wonderful? I have the same material in my desk chair. Doctor Ladia doesn’t skimp when it comes to comfortable chairs. She lectured me for nearly an hour when she found out I had a futon at home.”

As she approached, holding a glass filled with crackling ice cubes and fizzing water, Juliet admired the receptionist’s sheer-white skirt, and how it complemented her long legs. It wasn’t until she was standing right next to her that Juliet realized her left leg was cybernetic. It wasn’t that it was synth-flesh and natural looking; it was made of very pale pink plasteel and so elegantly shaped that Juliet, at first, had thought it was simply covered by a sheer stocking.

“Your leg is beautiful,” Juliet breathed before she could filter herself.

“Oh? Thank you! My name’s Tricia, by the way, and you just let me know if you need anything. I think Doctor Ladia will be with you very soon. She did this, by the way.” Tricia tapped her polished pale-pink nails against her leg. “You’re in good hands.”

Juliet watched her walk back behind the counter, and her graceful steps reminded her of Honey, especially when she was working with her sword.

“I hope we can find Honey, Angel. She chose to send that message to me! I was her go-to when she was lost and desperate …”

“Well, to be fair, you don’t know whom she tried to contact before sending you that message. She also indicated that the Luna City constabulary wasn’t to be trusted. It’s not likely any Phoenix-based corpo-sec would be willing to help …”

“Angel! You’re muddying the waters!” Juliet frowned as she subvocalized, “I mean, I know maybe I was her only option, her last resort. That doesn’t change the fact that she’s counting on me. Has that Voronov guy gotten back to you?”

“Juliet, you know I’d tell you if he had.”

“Yeah, I know.” Juliet sighed and leaned back in the absurdly comfortable chair, watching a hologram of a man bending an iron bar with two enormous chrome-plated plasteel arms. She looked at her red arm again, imagining bigger, bulkier chromed arms jutting out of her shoulders, and shook her head. “I’m not looking to be the strongest cybergrunt in town.”

“Miss Lucky?” Tricia asked, leaning over her slightly opaque glass counter.

“Yes?”

“Doctor Ladia will see you now. Just walk through that door.” She gestured to another automated door on the right side of her reception counter. Juliet stood and smiled, walking toward it.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome! I hope the doctor has what you need.”

The door hissed, and Juliet entered an elegant, if spartan, office. More memory-fiber chairs sat before an opaque glass desk, and vidscreens filled the three walls that Juliet could see, all of them displaying various cybernetic implants and procedures or close-captioned testimonials from patients. Before Juliet could watch any of them very closely, though, a dark-haired woman wearing a stylish, clearly custom-tailored white coat cleared her throat and said, “Welcome! Have a seat, dear.”

“Thank you.” Juliet walked forward and sat in one of the chairs before the desk, sighing as it wrapped around her.

“I’m Doctor Ladia,” the woman introduced herself, and Juliet had to admire her perfectly smooth skin, beautiful green eyes, and neat, stylish clothing. She had a slight accent that Juliet couldn’t place, and her smile was effusive as she leaned forward and asked, “What can I help you with today? It seems you scored a lucky appointment slot—one of my customers seems to have been arrested this morning!”

“Oh, really? Well”—Juliet glanced at her arm and lifted it—“I was hoping to trade this in for a better model. I kind of settled on this due to my circumstances. I mean, I’m in the market for a few other things as well, depending on prices, I suppose.”

“Oh dear,” Doctor Ladia said, turning a critical eye on Juliet’s red plasteel arm. “Doesn’t look like your old doctor took much time to consider the proper size for your torso.” She smiled and winked at Juliet. “I can fix you up, dear. You’re in luck because my canceled client had a four-hour procedure planned, and I can do almost anything in four hours. I’ll even give you a discount because you saved me from wasting an afternoon. How does that sound?”

Juliet blanched, suddenly remembering the last doctor to offer her a discount. She rallied, though, and played it off as gratitude. “Oh, um, that would be very nice of you, Doctor Ladia.”

“Good. Let’s look at some options, and then you can tell me about your other interests. Sound good?”

“Yes.” Juliet nodded.

“Perfect. Now, one moment.” She stared into space for a moment before speaking, “Tricia? Please bring us a bottle of the 2092 Pinot Professor Traeger gave us. I hate talking about implants with a dry throat. Will that be all right with you, Lucky?”

Juliet grinned, starting to warm up to her rather fanciful operator handle. “That sounds very nice, doctor.”
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EASY COME, EASY GO

Juliet sipped at the chilled, pale wine, rather enjoying the flavor and the buzz that accompanied it. Her stomach was nearly empty, and the alcohol hit her pretty hard, so she tried to sip slowly. Doctor Ladia was on her second glass. The doctor’s desk had a high-end holoprojector built into the surface, and the images she was displaying were very solid and real looking, far better than the projector on Juliet’s deck. At the moment, Ladia was pointing to the shoulder of a human skeleton and the muscles and tendons involved in the joint.

“You see? It’s really quite important that the synth-muscles are woven into the supporting structures of the chest and back. The doctor who did your arm augment originally did a fairly competent, if inelegant, job, but I’d want to replace all those synth-fibers, nerves, and boosted electro-fibers.”

“So, I need the whole thing replaced? Not just this?” Juliet tapped the red plasteel of her cybernetic arm.

“If you want the best functionality, and if you want to avoid long-term problems: back aches, pulled muscles, possible infections. You see, the electro-fibers aren’t being used anymore; their bios chip was in the lower half of the arm, and they wouldn’t work in conjunction with that prosthetic anyway. You should be fine for a while, but your body will start to have problems with the artifacts of the old system.”

“Yeah. I figured this was temporary, but I’d hoped I wouldn’t need to have the whole thing removed.” Juliet reached over with her left hand and rubbed at her right shoulder, enjoying the feel of her fingers kneading her hard-earned muscles. “It just seems … I don’t know.” She sighed and tried again. “It feels kind of sad to me. To cut away part of my body to replace with some plasteel.”

“Humans are funny animals, Lucky. Did you feel sad when you replaced your eyes? How about your natural eardrums?”

“Not really, but it was kind of a rushed decision. My first retinal implants, I mean.”

“Well, it’s a matter of desire and acceptance. I’ll bet that when you were a little girl, you couldn’t wait to get your first eye upgrades, your first auditory implants, and your first PAI. All your friends were getting them. They represented freedom because they opened a world of opportunities for you. You haven’t spent the last ten or twenty years fantasizing about getting chromed-up arms, right? Don’t get me wrong—some of my clients are very eager for new arms or legs, but we’re all different. It’s just a matter of wrapping your mind around the necessity and the benefits that will come along. Let me show you something.”

Juliet digested the doctor’s words while Ladia tapped at her datapad, and a new image appeared. “You met my receptionist, Tricia, right? What am I saying? Of course you did—she brought us this wine.”

“Yes! She’s very nice.” Juliet smiled, remembering how pleasant Tricia had been when she arrived.

“Look here.” A holographic image of Tricia appeared, and Juliet saw that she had a very different cybernetic implant from the one she’d sported out in the reception area. Tricia wore a sports halter and athletic shorts, exposing her long, muscular legs, but her left leg ended at the knee in a metallic blue-and-black cybernetic implant, shaped much like her natural leg. “See? She was in a similar position to you when she first began working for me. She’d lost her leg at the knee, and a well-meaning doctor had installed this prosthetic.”

Doctor Ladia touched her pad, and the image changed to show some sort of detailed scans of a pelvic area and lower back; Tricia’s, if Juliet had to guess. “See the way her spine is out of alignment? See the hairline fractures here and here, in her hip and femoral bone?” Juliet saw where Ladia was pointing and nodded. “The prosthetic was powerful but oversized for her frame, and it didn’t have proper supporting structures built into Tricia’s skeletal and muscular structure. She was in constant pain, and she’d only had that prosthetic for a little over a year.”

Ladia touched her pad again, and the image changed to show Tricia with the elegant, pale pink, full-leg prosthetic that Juliet had seen her with. Ladia gestured, and the hologram zoomed in to show a close-up of Tricia’s back. Then, like magic, the skin faded away to reveal the muscle fibers and bones—thankfully stylized and bloodless. Juliet had figured out by now that Tricia was sort of a living brochure.

Ladia continued, “You can see the synth-fibers and supporting compression cartilage I added to her body here and here, highlighted in pale blue. Did you notice how she walks? She’s totally pain free and has begun dancing once more, something she’d thought she’d never be able to do again, at least not competitively.”

“It looks wonderful, doctor. I won’t deny that. Couldn’t you have reinforced her thigh—I guess her femoral bone and hip—or something? I mean, did you have to give her a full leg?”

Ladia smiled and took a sip from her glass.

“Of course I could have. Of course. I wanted her to have the best result, though, not just a good-enough result.” She shrugged, her lips curving pleasantly as if to say, “It is what it is.”

“Okay, I get it. You think I should get a full arm replacement with appropriate support work.”

“Well, yes. I’d have to insist, in your case. It would be a terribly invasive and difficult job to remove the work done for your first augmentation to make something that worked well with a partial prosthetic.”

“Right …”

“Let me show you some options.” Ladia touched her pad again, and a holographic model of a silvery arm appeared. It looked like a sleeker, more expensive version of what she already had, but, of course, it was an entire arm, including the shoulder. “Chrome is popular for various reasons: it goes with any color, and this product is triply electroplated and very durable. Easy to repair, too, should it get scratched. Do you like chrome?”

“Sure. I mean, it’s pretty. I’ve seen plenty of people with chromed limbs, and as you said, it can go with anything. But, well, I never saw myself with it. It seems flashy.” Juliet shrugged, nervously fidgeting with the red plasteel articulated plates at her wrist.

“Are you fond of your red arm?”

“No, not really.”

“Think of the most beautiful, amazing cybernetic prosthetic you’ve ever seen. How would you describe it?” Ladia frowned as though also trying to imagine the perfect arm.

“Well, I kind of liked my old augmentation because my arm looked normal. I think Tricia’s leg is beautiful …”

“Mm-hmm, yes. Let’s see here, something a little more muted, perhaps.” Ladia tapped her pad a few times, and then a new arm appeared—graceful, smooth, and pale cream, almost white. “This is the same manufacturer as Tricia’s leg. The plasteel is treated with an electroplated, nearly indestructible enamel. See the soft sheen? It’s not quite shiny or matte, and the color is called muted pearl. It’s meant to blend in with someone of a skin tone similar to yours, but not as though it’s trying to look like flesh. Studies find that plasteel arms attempting to match flesh are seen as off-putting, while the human eye appreciates elegant, soft shades.”

“I noticed that about Tricia’s leg. It’s such a pale, pretty pink …” Juliet’s voice was hushed as she leaned forward, admiring the arm.

“Well, this arm isn’t just high end for its elegant styling. It comes from the factory perfectly sized for the end user. It’s built of the latest high-grade plasteel alloys, and has high-capacity biobatts, the lowest response times in the industry, and powerful actuators. More than that, the manufacturer sells it with a full suite of synth-muscle fibers and skeletal tie-ins that will make it a perfect match for your frame.”

Juliet liked the arm. She liked the idea of it, but she frowned, thinking about Tricia. “You know, Doc, I like that arm. I think it’s pretty, but I don’t dress like Tricia.” She gestured to her tank top. “I do hard, dirty work sometimes. Do you think I should have a pearl-colored arm?”

“Staining or even scratching this arm will not be easy, Lucky. I could sell you a black or dark-gray arm that wouldn’t look out of place in a machine shop, but what if you want to go out? What if you want to wear a nice dress?” She paused, frowned, and said, “Well, we haven’t spoken about synth-flesh, have we? I have a few brands of cybernetics that come equipped with programmable skin. I could have your right arm looking just like your left. I’d have to tie the synth-flesh into your circulatory system, so you’d have to be careful about injuries, but that’s nothing a good nanite suite couldn’t handle.”

“I am interested in a nanite suite …” Juliet frowned at the arm, still admiring its elegance, and then asked, “Why’d you show me the pearl color and not the pale pink like Tricia has?”

“Well, your eyes are a rather natural green color. I recognize those implants—you could have far flashier-looking retinas if you wanted. I figured you might like something a little less …”

“I’m not exactly dressed nicely, am I?” Juliet chuckled, bailing the doctor out.

“You know what? I think I have an idea. I sold one of these to a mercenary woman a couple of years ago. She was tough but beautiful. Kind of like you, Lucky.” Juliet blushed at the woman’s words, but she watched as the doctor tapped on her deck, and then a new arm appeared. It was smooth and graceful, kind of like the one the doctor had just shown her, but it was thicker around the meaty parts, and it was two-toned in color. Parts of it were black, and parts were matte silver.

Juliet admired the way the arm looked sleek but powerful, and she also liked that the entire hand was covered in the black, tactile material that only coated the inside of her current one. “I like that a lot. It’s definitely not some chop-doc job, but it also wouldn’t look like I’m trying to be something I’m not.”

“This arm was a custom order from Olympia Tech. They specialize in prosthetics that are supposed to enhance the human form. You won’t find stronger alloys. I’d need to reinforce your shoulder, spine, and some of your back and chest muscles. Nothing terribly difficult, mind you; I still have the programs in my autosurgeon. Still, like the Lace Industries arm, I’d need to order this to fit you perfectly, along with all of the peripheral synth-muscles, fibers, and skeletal enhancements.”

“Well, I’m still not sure that’s for me, but I do like it. Can you talk to me some more about something with synth-flesh? Something that would look like my natural arm?” Juliet could picture herself with the sleek, powerful-looking arm, but she found it much easier to imagine herself without it.

She wondered if it mattered. She’d likely get used to whatever she chose.

“Of course.” Ladia tapped at her tablet, and then an animated hologram began to play, showing the metallic skeletal structure of an artificial arm. Then, the metal bones were coated with dense layers of mesh muscle fibers and long, rubbery-looking tendons. Sleek, gel-coated electronics, including what Juliet thought were some batteries, sank into convenient gaps in the muscle tissue and metallic bones. Finally, over it all, blood vessels and a layer of skin, including fingernails, materialized. The finished, natural-looking arm rotated momentarily before the animation began to play again.

“I won’t lie; I like the idea of that,” Juliet said, nodding.

“How about I play the advertisement? This is a new model, and I’m not an expert on all the ins and outs. On paper, they outperform some of the bigger, full-metal jobs.” Ladia touched her pad again, and then a too-perfect, smooth, feminine spokesperson’s voice began to recite the benefits and features of the arm in the hologram.

“BioFusion’s 2109 model, available today! BioFusion has put decades of research and customer feedback into our latest suite of cybernetic prosthetics. Allow me to highlight just a few of the proprietary technologies included in this remarkable series:

“FlexiTitanium Alloy Bones: Our proprietary alloy bones mimic the natural structure and flexibility of human bones, providing exceptional durability and shock absorption. The lightweight yet sturdy material ensures a perfect blend of strength and agility.

“BioCharge Batteries: The revolutionary BioCharge batteries recharge from your body’s natural biological functions, harnessing energy from your metabolic processes. Our BioCharge batteries recharge up to forty percent faster and hold a significantly larger charge than our nearest competitor’s.

“SynthFlex Muscle Fibers: Muscle fibers designed to replicate the elasticity and responsiveness of human muscles while more than tripling their output on a pound-for-pound basis.

“TendoniX Tendons: Our patented TendoniX tendons are engineered to deliver ultraresponsive, smooth motion. These high-tech tendons ensure precise control and dexterity, seamlessly integrating your body’s natural movements and offering unparalleled reflex responses.

“PAI-Pal Technology: Our high-end coprocessors are designed to augment your PAI’s software, ensuring you have minute control of the prosthetic and all of its systems. You can dial the output from natural strength to Herculean with a simple thought.”

As the spiel came to a close, Doctor Ladia chuckled and sipped at her wine, shrugging. “I’ve heard good things about them, but you’d be my first customer to order one. They aren’t cheap.”

Juliet licked her lips, thinking. She really liked the idea of a high-end arm that looked natural while outperforming most bulkier chrome-job cybernetics. “How long would that take?”

“Let me see.” Ladia tapped at her deck for a few seconds. “They’re quoting a three-week delivery guarantee.”

“I love that arm, doctor. My problem is that I’m probably going to leave Luna soon, and I don’t know exactly how long it will be before I’m back.”

“Well, you’re going to settle somewhere, right? If you don’t return here, I can ship it to you. I’d hope you come back, though.” Ladia smiled and refilled Juliet’s wine glass.

“I think I’ll be back. No, I’m sure I will—I just don’t know exactly when. Yeah. Let’s do it, doc. Let’s order one of those. Do I have to pay up front?” Juliet felt excited but also a little impulsive—the arm couldn’t be cheap. Was she drinking too much?

Suddenly, Angel interjected, “Juliet, I think that’s a great choice, but I’m not finding that exact model on my net searches. I’m unsure of the retail value, but I can see that BioFusion is well-known for high-end augmented cybernetic prosthetics. Some publicly listed models retail between twenty-two and forty-nine thousand bits.”

“Oh, thank you!” Juliet subvocalized, happy to have a little foreknowledge before the doctor started to quote her prices.

“Let’s see here.” Doctor Ladia looked into space for a few seconds, then smiled and said, “You have an immaculate SOA record, and BioFusion won’t charge me until they ship. I’ll bill your SOA account at that time for the arm, and you can pay me for the surgery when you come in. How does that sound?”

“That sounds good, but how much are we talking about?” Juliet was alarmed at the slight slur in her voice, feeling her cheeks flush.

“I’m very up-front about pricing, so I don’t mind telling you that they’re quoting me an invoice price of 75k. I charge a five percent markup, but that’s lower than many other cybernetics dealers. That price includes all peripheral upgrades for your supporting musculoskeletal system.”

“Let’s do it.” Juliet nodded, confident she’d made the right choice. “Order one of those.” She smiled and sat back, setting her wine glass on the doctor’s glass-topped desk.

Ladia’s eyes lit up with pleasure, and she clapped her hands once, though not loudly. More a minor show of enthusiasm. “I’ll need to give you a thorough scan for measurements, but I’m pleased we found something you like. What else are you here for, Lucky?”

Juliet thought about the question, about all the different things she wanted to get: EMP-hardened sensory implants, a high-end nanite suite, an upgraded data jack with a powerful processor to assist Angel. She’d even spoken to Angel about figuring out something to help cool her psionic lattice. However, that was theoretical at this point, and Juliet had a lot of trial and error left to do with that particular upgrade.

On top of the cybernetic upgrades, she wanted more gear, guns, armor, netjacking equipment, a shimmer-coat for camouflage, and specs that broadcasted MM waves for increased visual penetration; the list went on and on. Juliet wasn’t sure where she’d end up, but she’d need a place, maybe a vehicle, some operating cash. “Not to mention I just promised this lady the better part of 100k for a new arm,” she subvocalized, trusting Angel to know what she was thinking.

“There’s a good chance you’ll earn some money before this arm ships.” Angel tried to help.

“I need my eyes and ears hardened to resist an EMP, and I need a medical nanite suite with a management organ,” Juliet finally said, settling on the two most essential upgrades she could think of.

“Oh? I shouldn’t be surprised, you being an operator. Your eyes are Hayashi Crystal Optics?”

“You can tell that?”

“Well, the AI operating my door scanner can.” Doctor Ladia shrugged, clearly not apologetic about the liberty she’d taken.

“Well, then you know the answer. They are.”

“The main processing chip can be shielded. In fact, Hayashi endorses an aftermarket coating made by Impact Tech.”

“So that’s all they need?”

“The coating is rated for most military-grade, antipersonnel EMP attacks, but it won’t save you from something much bigger, like a nearby nuke.” Ladia chuckled.

“Expensive?”

“Not at all! I can do the job in a matter of minutes. The coating isn’t cheap, but let’s say twelve hundred. Fair?”

“The coating from Impact Tech sells for two hundred and fifty bits, Juliet,” Angel announced.

Juliet figured the doctor had to make money, and her expertise came at a price. “Fair enough, Doc. What about my ears? My biggest problem, when they go out, is a loss of balance.”

“A very common complaint among soldiers, security corps, and operators. I can add a backup, EMP-resistant chip that will kick in if the main auditory implant goes offline. It only provides four-channel sound and inner-ear functionality, but it is incredibly durable. It’s also made by Impact Tech. Of course, I also sell fully hardened, high-end implants for eyes and ears, but we’re talking a lot more money …”

“No,” Juliet said, holding up her hands as though in surrender. “I think the Impact Tech upgrades are good enough for now. How much for the ears?”

“It’s a significantly easier operation to add the chip. Only seven-fifty.”

“That sounds fair, Doc. Talk to me about medical nanites.”

“You want an organ, so that narrows things down. Let’s talk functionality. I suppose you want something to halt blood loss?”

“Yes!” Juliet nodded emphatically.

“Pain management?”

“That’s a thing? Of course it is …” Juliet trailed off, remembering the pain of her severed arm, then nodded and said, “Yes, that’s important.”

“Perhaps this would go faster if we talk budget? I have a model with a suite of nanites that will supply oxygen to your brain for up to an hour, provided you aren’t in an oxygen-poor environment. It will provide electroshock to your heart should you suffer cardiac arrest. The nanites are capable of cauterizing bleeding vessels, and they are equipped to filter your blood to remove toxins, though not exactly rapidly.”

The doctor touched her datapad, and a cylindrical, black, rubbery device appeared, an open seam running down one side. “This is a Horizon Medical Suite. Like many medical nanite organs, it’s designed to fit around your abdominal aorta to access your blood supply easily and quickly. It’s my entry-level, catch-all nanite suite, retailing for eighty thousand Sol-bits. If you need a processor to interface with your PAI, that costs an extra twelve thousand.”

“I don’t think I need …”

“You do not,” Angel confirmed.

“No, I don’t need the processor, Doc. How much is the next level up, and what’s the benefit?”

“I have a WBD model that does everything this one does, but about twenty-five percent faster. It retails for one thirty-five.”

“Is this something you can do today?” Juliet glanced at the time on her AUI. She’d been talking with the doctor for nearly forty minutes.

“The Horizon?” Ladia asked. When Juliet nodded, she said, “I told you I had four hours! I can do this operation in less than two. So? How about it? Shall I fix up your eyes and ears and get this thing installed? I can scan you for the arm order at the same time.”

Juliet really liked the doctor, and her gut hadn’t given her any warnings about her; she felt totally relaxed, unlike each of her visits to Murphy. She frowned at that thought. Why had she liked Murphy so much?

The answer was obvious; she liked Murphy because she’d been a genuine-seeming, gruff personality that Juliet had looked up to. She was a tough woman who’d made a business for herself and seemed like a no-nonsense “good guy.” It still really stung that Juliet had been blind to the doctor’s duplicity.

For a moment, she sat there, thinking about things, watching Ladia sip her wine and flick through the menus on her data deck. She wanted to use her psionic lattice. She wanted to try to hear what the doc was thinking, but she worried it was a slippery slope. If she listened to her doctor or every merchant she met, what did that say about her? If she gained an edge in a negotiation, was that the same as stealing? What if it became a habit, and she began to use it with everyone she met—friends, colleagues, coworkers? Did she want to know everyone’s secrets? How would she feel if everyone knew what she was thinking?

She wondered about that, imagined all her snarky judgments on display, or worse, her private thoughts about people she found attractive. What if people could read her secrets or her fears or regrets? She hated the idea. Still, Ladia wasn’t just anyone—she was about to have Juliet utterly helpless, without a friend in sight. Not a friend within a hundred thousand miles.

“Sorry I’m being quiet, doctor. I’m thinking my finances through.”

“Not a worry, Lucky.”

Juliet shifted back in her seat then gently closed her eyes, calmed her breathing, and tried to picture Ladia’s face, tried to hear what she was thinking. Perhaps it was the wine or the quiet office or the gentle, distant classical music coming from the lobby, but Ladia’s thoughts came to her almost instantly.

How’d such a pretty girl get wrapped up in a life like that? I wonder if she’d be interested in working with Carlos. He’d owe me plenty if I helped him recruit someone like her.

God, I could do wonders with those cheekbones. Well, don’t rush things. We can feel her out as we get to know each other. She’ll be back for the arm, and probably more if I’m any judge.

Caught somewhere between flustered and flattered, Juliet opened her eyes and said, “I’ll need to stay awake. I’ll need my PAI to tie into your autosurgeon, too.” She saw the doctor’s narrowed eyes and pressed on. “Listen, my last cybernetic surgeon tried to kidnap me. I’m paranoid.” She shrugged, indicating there wasn’t anything more to say on the matter.

“It’s fine, Lucky. I’ve had operators who insisted on having a friend watch over them during my work. I understand. I’ll need to apply a nerve block pretty high in your spine, though, because the autosurgeon will cut open your stomach. Only about a two-inch incision, thanks to its precision, but it’s still going to be a real surgery, not something as easy as popping an eyeball out.” She laughed as though she’d made a great joke.

Juliet took a couple of seconds but finally saw the humor in it and laughed along.

“I like that, Doctor Ladia. Well? Can we do this? I’m hoping to get some more shopping done today.”
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Your abdominal muscles will be sore for a week or so, but you don’t have to worry; they’re sutured well, and the stitches will dissolve shortly after the glue holding your skin together fades away.”

“Couldn’t the nanites speed things along?” Juliet groaned, pulling herself up from the reclining surgical chair.

“Slow down, Lucky! Let me raise the seat—Oh, never mind, you’re up.” Doctor Ladia shook her head, chuckling. She’d been very talkative while working on Juliet, and more than once, Juliet had wondered at the wisdom of drinking wine before an operation. Still, the autosurgeon had done most of the work. The only part Ladia had handled personally was carefully removing each of Juliet’s eyes to apply the coating to the processors nestled near her optical nerves.

“Juliet, Ladia has submitted an invoice for the other half of the operation; forty-six thousand Sol-bits.”

“Yep, Angel. Go ahead and pay it.” Juliet tapped the side of her head. “My PAI is sending you the bits.”

“Excellent. Stop by the front desk, and Tricia will give you a packet of anti-inflammatories. I put a subdermal antibiotic tab near the incision; it’ll last a week, so be sure to eat some good probiotics.”

“Thanks.” Juliet stood and gingerly felt at her stomach. “Won’t the nanites help with the pain and swelling?”

“Oh yes. Honestly, I doubt you’ll need the pills, but I’m not one to deny a surgical patient some meds. Now, let me walk you to reception. I’ll put the order in for your arm today, and I’ve got your contact info. Remember, I’m going to need that payment right away; otherwise, I’ll have to cancel the order before it ships.”

“Not a problem, Doctor Ladia.” Juliet walked slowly, following the doctor toward the reception area, still moving gingerly. Her stomach was tender, but not terribly; it felt sort of like she’d gone a little too hard on an ab workout. Still, in the back of her mind, she knew the autosurgeon had been poking around in her guts, and she felt like she had to be careful.

Ladia stopped by the reception door and held out a hand. Juliet gently grasped it with her red plasteel hand, pleased to feel the warm, firm grip the doctor returned.

“Thanks, Lucky. I’ll be in touch.” Ladia nodded, turned, and walked away. Juliet pushed the door open and stepped over to Tricia’s station at the front counter.

“I see you’re already all paid up. I’m glad the doctor was able to help you!”

“Me too, thanks.”

“One sec.” Tricia stood and lithely moved over to a stainless cube on the counter behind her. She tapped on it a few times as though waiting for something to happen, then it clicked and, in a small dispenser tray near the front, spat out a small blue plastic pill bottle. Tricia snatched it up before walking over and handing it to Juliet. “Take one of these every four hours as needed. Don’t take more than six in a day, though.”

Juliet took the little bottle, surprised by the rattle of pills—it felt like the doctor had given her quite a few. “I’m all set?”

“You are! I see the doctor has an item on order for you,” Tricia said, her eyes unfocused as she looked at something on her PAI. “Your operator contact info will be all right to use?”

“Yep. If, for some reason, it isn’t, I’ll let you know.”

“Perfect. I sure hope you have a lovely day. Please don’t overdo it! Get plenty of rest.”

Tricia waved, watching as she turned to walk toward the door. Juliet noticed another person sitting in one of the comfortable reception chairs, but he or she was entirely shrouded by the folds of a black coat and wore a wide-brimmed hat tipped down, which hid their face. Juliet shrugged, stepped out of the door, and sighed.

“That was a lot of money to spend, but I feel much better knowing I’ve got those nanites, Angel.”

“That and the EMP shielding. I feel a weight removed from me, knowing you won’t be knocked senseless so easily again.”

Juliet laughed, imagining Angel feeling relieved. How strange it must be to be bodiless! She supposed it wasn’t as strange for someone who’d never had a body to begin with. The laugh felt good—she’d been torn between wonder and depression ever since stepping aboard the shuttle heading to Luna. Though she still had plenty to worry about, Juliet felt that remembering to take some pleasure wherever possible was important.

She stood on the sidewalk, back to Doctor Ladia’s building, suddenly wondering what was on the upper floors. “Maybe residences …”

“Juliet, I’ve created a map to your next destination, ShipBound. Additionally, you’ll see a tab on your AUI—I’ve updated your status sheet if you’d like to check your financial and physical standing.”

“Oh, jeez,” Juliet sighed, turning to her right to begin following Angel’s map. Then she selected the tab, and a window appeared to the side of her AUI.

	Juliet Corina Bianchi
	Physical, Mental, and Social Status Compilation:	Comparative Ranking Percentile (Higher Is Better – Previous Value in Parenthesis):
	Liquid Assets Net Worth:	Sol-bits: 101,002	38.73 (67.11)
	Neural & Cellular Adaptiveness:	.96342 (Scale of 0 – 1)	99.91
	Synaptic Responsiveness:	.19 (Lower Is Better)	79.31
	Musculoskeletal Ranking:	–	61.33 (53.33)
	Cardiovascular Ranking:	–	71.76 (68.76)


	Cybernetic and Bionic Augmentation:
	Model Name and Number:	Overall Rating of the Augmentation (Grades Are F, E, D, C, B, A, S, S+):
	PAI	WBD Project Angel, Alpha 3.433	S+
	Psionic Lattice	Grave Industries, GIPEL	S
	Data Port	Jannik Systems, XR-55	C
	Data Jack	Bio Network Solutions, 8840	C
	Medical Nanite Suite	Horizon Medical Nanite Battery, 2105 model, ver. 74.19	C
	Retinal Cybernetic Implant	Hayashi, Crystal Optics 3.2c – Customized Retinas, EMP Hardened	B-
	Auditory Cybernetic Implant	Cork Systems, Lyric Model 4 – EMP Hardened	C+
	Cybernetic Prosthetic Right Arm, Bottom Half	VitalityTek, Hercules	D
	Programmable Synthetic Fingerprints	Ross Inc., Biomesh 9	C
	Programmable Synthetic Hair	Tulip Co., Rainbow Strands, Version 12a	C
	DNA Spoofing Package – Saliva	WBD – Custom Model	C
	No Other Augmentation Detected.	–	–


“Looks great, Angel,” Juliet said, closing the window and increasing her pace. “So, you can control my new nanites, right?”

“Oh yes. I have to, since you didn’t opt to install the management program.”

“They wanted 12k!”

“Of course, you made the right decision. Don’t forget to turn here,” Angel replied as Juliet came to a corner where a large crowd was waiting for a crosswalk painted with red holographic Xs to turn green. The trams didn’t seem concerned with pedestrians, so Juliet could see why they obeyed the signal. She turned right, edging around the back of the crowd, and hurried, surprised at how well she felt after going through major surgery.

“Why am I hurrying?”

“Perhaps you feel the urgency of Honey’s situation, and though you cannot do anything to reach her faster, you’re acting out on that emotion.”

“Yeah. You’re probably right.” Juliet purposefully slowed her pace, glancing at the clock on her AUI—1714. “Gonna be time to eat soon. Is there a good restaurant in the hotel?”

“The Mirage has a restaurant on the second floor, and they begin dinner service at 6:00 p.m. They recommend attire that is ‘casually elegant.’”

“Really?”

“Yes. The images in the brochure depict women of your age group wearing skirts, dresses, nice slacks, and blouses.”

“Huh.” Juliet slowed, looking left and right, trying to spot the store Angel was guiding her to; it was supposed to be right on top of her.

“The store is on the upper level of that rather squat building just past this tower.” Juliet’s eyes followed the floating yellow arrows Angel painted onto her AUI, seeing the building.

“I see it.” She stepped around the doorman helping a woman into the apartment lobby next to her. He smiled, tipping his hat as she walked by, then she entered the much smaller, darker plasteel building, the automated doors swishing open for her. The lobby was barren other than a trash can, a vending machine, and some ancient flyers littering the ground. A placard by the elevator read, “ShipBound – Level Two, Gillian Karnesian, Esquire – Level Three.”

Juliet touched the call button, stepped into the elevator, and pushed number two. A few seconds later, she stepped out into the foyer of a much different space. Stacks of luggage lined one wall, clothing racks piled high with merchandise filled the central floor, and rows of boots, shoes, jumpers, backpacks, and a hundred other types of items lined the left and back walls. A synth with a fully metallic body approached her immediately, saying, “Welcome to ShipBound!”

His thin metallic arms and legs, wirelike fingers, and red LED eyes made him look more robot than synth, but Juliet knew that any bot capable of managing a store would have to be at least a partial AI. “Thank you,” she replied, waving shortly with her red hand.

“What are you in the market for, ma’am?” the synth asked, its voice strangely low and gravelly. It reminded her of a character in a show she’d watched with Angel, a mechanic on Deimos Station who claimed to be a former Texan cowboy.

“I need a good, sturdy backpack that’s scanner resistant; I’m trying to make sure my sensitive electronics don’t get damaged by powerful arrays …”

“Say no more.” The synth rotated with a whirr of gears, clicking its metallic feet on the polished plasteel floor as it walked over to a display of backpacks and messenger bags. “These are made by Tuff Traveller; they’re known for durability, crafted from two sturdy layers of canvas with a patented polymer layer sandwiched between that conveys a seventy-five percent RSE, or radiation shielding effectiveness.”

“Oh? I like the sound of that. Show me a backpack with a roomy central compartment.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The synth noisily shuffled around the display, shifting the bags on the floor until it found a blue backpack. It held it out to Juliet. “You’ll find this bag is quite spacious and has additional compartments to separate your odds and ends. The straps are guaranteed for life—should the stitching come undone, you simply have to contact Tuff Traveller at their corporate address at 10217 Granite Drive, Old Jersey, in the protectorate of—”

“That’s fine!” Juliet cried. “You can just send that information to my PAI.” She hefted the bag, pleased with its sturdiness and soft blue color. She tugged on the padded straps, then shrugged her shoulders into it, trying to imagine how it would feel full of her things. “Hey, um, would you mind tugging on this so I can see what it will feel like with some weight in it?”

The synth actually beeped at her as it considered her request, then began to shift around toward her back. Juliet turned to make it easier, and shortly after, felt it start to apply weight to the pack. The straps felt very comfortable. “I’ll take it!”

“Very good. I have sent out an invoice ping.”

“The store wants a hundred and eighteen bits for that bag,” Angel noted.

“Okay, pay it, Angel.” Juliet slowly rotated, looking around the store, trying to decide if she wanted to do some more shopping while she was there. She spotted some interesting-looking boots and was moving toward them when a new message icon appeared on her AUI.

“Peter Voronov has responded to you! The recorded message is available on your AUI,” Angel said, excitement evident in her quick speech.

Juliet touched the message, and a recorded video call began to play. It featured a close-up of a middle-aged man with dark, natural-looking eyes, short black-and-gray hair, and rather pale, unwrinkled skin. When he spoke, his words carried a hint of a Russian accent.

“Hello. I’ve received your message and am replying to your encrypted address. I’m pleased that you are taking precautions for privacy; many in Luna City cannot be trusted. I’ve cleared my calendar for the evening and would appreciate a meeting. You are the first person who’s contacted me with ‘information’ that holds some promise—not many know that Lilia was taken with her au pair. I’m assuming this is your friend, no? Reply in the same manner you first contacted me. Name the au pair and tell me where and when to meet you. If you’re correct about the name, I will come.”

Juliet turned in her tracks and began walking out of the store. “Angel, how long will it take to make my hair a different color?”

“As it’s a medium shade of brown, it would take me nearly a day to make it a light color. I could change it to a darker shade in the next hour or two.”

“How about blue?”

“Yes, that’s doable.”

“Okay, make my hair blue, and my eyes … something distracting, really different from what I normally would do. Hmm, make my eyes yellow-and-black concentric rings. Wait ’til I get to the hotel room, though.”

“I can only change your irises. I can manage the effect, but it won’t be as jarring as if I could alter your scleras, sorry.”

“It’s fine. Bumblebee eyes? Blue hair? In an anonymous setting that doesn’t even know my name? I like it. Message Voronov and tell him to meet us at the Mirage’s restaurant at eight. Oh, make us a reservation while you’re at it.”

“Will do. Don’t you think you should wear something to conceal your red, cybernetic arm?”

“Oh damn. Take me someplace that sells nice dresses with long sleeves and gloves, I guess.”

“The dress with long sleeves makes sense, but I think buying some colored enamel for your hand would be easier. We could paint it black or something that matches your dress, then remove the color after your meeting.”

“Oh, thank you! I couldn’t say I liked the idea of trying to eat and act naturally with silky gloves on my hands. Lead the way, and don’t be afraid to put some tram rides into the route! I just had surgery, you know.”

More than an hour later, Juliet was back in her room, her purchases laid out on her bed, and nervous energy already causing her to perspire. “Make sure you remind me in time to shower,” she said, unwrapping the enamel and a little plastic case of tiny screwdrivers she’d purchased. Angel had shown her a video of someone painting a cybernetic arm similar to hers, and the first step, which made the process infinitely easier, was to remove the black tactile pads from inside the palm.

Juliet lifted her hand and nodded in approval as Angel highlighted the tiny, flush screws along each finger and her palm. Once she loosened those, the pads should peel right out of their beds.

Doing the work with her left hand was more challenging than she expected. Still, after fifteen minutes of painstaking work, she managed to loosen all the screws and peel the black tactile pads out of the inside of her hand.

She picked up the blue enamel. She’d bought fast-dry, alcohol-soluble model paint.

“Be sure to shake the can for at least a minute,” Angel reminded her.

Juliet shook the can with her left hand—without the tactile pads, she was afraid she’d crush it in her right. After a minute or so, she stopped and looked around the room, wondering where she’d apply it. “This stuff is going to smell, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but you can turn on the bathroom vent. It shouldn’t be too bad.”

“Right.” Juliet went into the little bathroom and clicked on the vent. Looking at the lovely countertop, she decided to lay out her empty shopping bags to protect it. That done, she unscrewed the cap of the enamel, revealing a spongy applicator attached via a plastic tube, and held it up with a frown. “Angel, can you help me apply this? I’m terrible with my left hand.”

“Of course. Hold your right arm steady on the counter and do your best. I’ll guide your fine motor movements.” Juliet followed Angel’s instructions, and then, as though she were a master artist working with her favorite medium, she brushed the applicator along her fingers, hand, and wrist. She could feel Angel guiding her hand expertly, coating her cybernetic fist and wrist with the glittery blue enamel. She rotated her hand and painted the other side, then it was done.

“Perfect,” Juliet said, turning the pretty blue appendage left and right, holding it aloft so she didn’t accidentally touch anything.

“It will be dry within five minutes. I think that color will look lovely with your new dress.”

“I think so too.” Juliet turned and looked at the dress spread out atop the bed—midnight blue, velvety, with a high neckline and long sleeves. She’d tried it on in the store, pleased by how it clung to her figure while not being sheer enough to make her uncomfortable. The sleeves fell all the way to the backs of her hands, which was why she’d only partially painted her plasteel arm. She’d also bought some beautiful, low wedge sandals with black straps. Her habit was to wear boots or platforms, and she figured it would be good not to appear as tall as usual.

She wished she could wear her vibroblade, but it was tucked away in a locker at the spaceport. Juliet comforted herself with the knowledge that the Mirage likely wouldn’t allow any violence in their restaurant. “Oh, jeez! Angel! Can I take a shower, or will it wreck this paint?”

“It will be fine. I wouldn’t get soap on it, though.”

“Okay,” she said, checking the time—1917. “Forty-three minutes. I’m going to take a shower, then get dressed, then let’s go sit in the bar. I’d like to be early so I can see if he shows up alone or if he’s early or late …” Juliet trailed off as she began to strip off her clothes. She was excited and happy to be doing something, but she was also nervous. This was the first step toward helping Honey; she didn’t want to mess it up.
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POLITICS AS USUAL

Juliet sat in the bar area of the Mirage’s restaurant in a small, comfortable chair with her back to a wall and a clear view of the maître d’hôtel’s station. She very delicately sipped at the drink she’d ordered, something off their menu called a crater plunge. It was pale blue, icy, and tasted a lot like vodka in sugary seltzer. Juliet noticed the traces of blue on its rim and hoped she hadn’t ruined her lipstick. She’d gone to great lengths to do herself up in a way that didn’t even slightly reflect her usual look.

Juliet glanced down at her hands—one metallic and glittering with shiny blue paint and the other with freshly painted blue nails. She’d really gone all out with the blue theme. Her dress, hair, and makeup added to it; her hope was that the color would be all anyone who was watching or meeting with her would be able to remember. “That and my freaky eyes, eh, Angel?”

“Hmm?”

“Never mind.” Juliet took another tiny sip of her drink, and then she saw him. Peter Voronov looked just like he had in the vid message—tall, dark hair, smooth skin, and a grim expression. She wondered if that severe face ever smiled. He looked around, even over his shoulder, which pleased Juliet. If he was nervous, that was a good sign in her book. He approached the host, spoke briefly, and was led off into the dining area. Angel had made the reservation in his name before she’d messaged him about the meeting place.

Juliet sat there for a little longer, watching the doorway, wondering if he had an escort that might wander in sufficiently removed from him to allay suspicions. A family came in, an older man with a youngish wife on his arm and a disaffected-looking young woman following behind, her eyes lost to the void of some digital entertainment or other. When no one else approached the restaurant’s entrance after a few minutes, Juliet stood and walked out of the bar.

When the host approached her, she gestured with her drink toward the dining room and said, “I have a table—my party’s already here.”

“Of course, ma’am.” He turned back to his station as though chastened.

“He’s watching you approach,” Angel noted, and she was right. Juliet could see that Peter had zeroed in on her the moment she entered the dining area, his dark eyes tracking her movements. If Juliet were any judge of people and their emotions, and she liked to think she was, Peter looked extremely nervous. Juliet moved directly to the table, glancing left and right, taking in the other diners’ locations.

The Mirage’s restaurant was decorated much like the rest of the hotel—dim lights from high chandeliers, darkly painted walls, booths, tables, and chairs resembling ancient Earth relics, and people dressed nicely, speaking in quiet voices. The carpet was thick, dark, and plush, and when Juliet pulled her chair out to sit down, it didn’t make any noise at all. Peter half stood up, saying, “Hello.” He sat back down when Juliet smiled and sat.

“Nice to meet you face-to-face, Mr. Voronov,” Juliet said.

“You have me at a disadvantage, miss.”

“I know that, and I’m sorry. I’m leery of divulging my identity right now. Let’s have a bit of a chat, and maybe we can see how things move forward.”

“I don’t care what you call yourself. I’m looking for information about my niece. If you’re involved in any way—”

“Easy.” Juliet held up her plasteel hand, palm out, as though to say, “Slow down.” She glanced to her right and saw that her instinct had been spot-on—a waiter was approaching. She pushed her drink away from her on the tablecloth. “Let’s order something, then we can talk business. I’m starved.”

Juliet wasn’t sure why she was trying to play things so cool; her predisposition was to ramble off everything she knew and get what she could out of Voronov so she could hurry and try to find Honey. A deeper instinct, though, reminded her that she didn’t know this man, didn’t know how he might be involved in what happened to Honey, and that she needed to take things slowly so that she could feel him out more thoroughly.

“Have you had a chance to peruse the menu?” the waiter asked as he stepped up to the table. He wore a white blazer over a black shirt and black slacks, and looked very well-groomed. Juliet liked the standards the Mirage had for its employees.

“I have,” she replied, having looked over the options while sitting in the bar. Voronov just frowned, staring intensely at Juliet’s face. She felt uncomfortable but made herself go through the motions of ordering. “I’d like a new drink—something tart but not sweet. And can you tell me where you get your scallops?”

“They’re farmed locally in one of the agri-domes. We get a fresh supply in daily.”

“I’ll have the scallop risotto, then.”

“Excellent choice. I had that last night and couldn’t get enough. Regarding your drink, is there something you had in mind?

“Yes, something like this, but without the sugar.” Juliet gestured to her hardly touched beverage.

“I think I can manage that. And for you, sir?”

“Vodka on ice.”

“Very good. Any particular brand?”

“No.” Peter frowned, drumming his heavy fingers on the tabletop.

“Uh, right. I’ll ask the bartender to pick you one. For your entrée, sir?”

“Nothing.”

Juliet frowned. “You’re going to make me eat alone? At least get an appetizer so I can try some …”

“You choose, then,” Peter said, waving his hand dismissively. The waiter turned back to Juliet with a raised eyebrow.

“Let’s try that beetroot tartare,” Juliet replied, wondering how a chef might make beets delicious. To her surprise, Peter nodded his head.

“Anything else?” When Juliet shook her head, the waiter continued, “I’ll be back shortly with your beverages.”

“A little on the nose, isn’t it?” Juliet asked Voronov.

“Hmm?”

“Vodka on ice. I mean, I get that you’re Russian, but …”

“Enough games. Where is my niece?” Voronov’s voice rose with the question, and his accent thickened.

“Hey,” Juliet said. “Hold on a few seconds, all right?” She reached into her dress’s high neckline and pulled on the lanyard around her neck, tugging her deck out of her dress, relieved not to have it pressing against her sternum, squeezed there by the clinging fabric of her dress. “I’m going to create an anti-snooping field around this table. I’m not jamming any data, but I’m creating a static barrier that will confound listening devices—”

“I know what it is. Go ahead.” Voronov’s tone made Juliet wonder if he felt she was talking down to him. She shrugged, set the deck on her lap, and a green ear-shaped icon appeared in her AUI, Angel’s way of telling her she’d turned on the static field. Next to the icon was the deck’s battery status—ninety-nine percent.

“Listen, my friend is missing too. People are dead, and I have reason to believe the authorities in this city cannot be trusted. I’m taking things slowly for a reason; I’m not looking to disappear.” That seemed to take some of the steam out of Voronov, and though his frown remained in place, he slumped back a bit in his chair and waved his hand dismissively.

“Of course they cannot be trusted. My brother is dead at their hands.”

“Oh?” Juliet drew her eyebrows down, thinking, then nodded, connecting some dots. “The message I received told me that I couldn’t go to the Luna corpo-sec—the men who took my friend and your niece were wearing Luna Constabulary uniforms.”

“You have a witness?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“Damn it!” Voronov slapped his hand on the table, startling nearby diners. He glowered around then lowered his voice. “Stop playing games!” he hissed. “I’m walking a razor’s edge here. I need to get my niece back!”

“Okay, Peter,” Juliet said, sighing and glancing to her right where, again, the waiter was approaching with their drinks. “Just a moment.”

“Here you are, miss,” the waiter said, setting her drink down. It looked just like the one she hadn’t finished. “I had the bartender mix you a new crater plunge without the syrup. Shall I take your unfinished one?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Very good. And sir, your vodka.” He set a tumbler down in front of Voronov, picked up Juliet’s old drink, and hurried away.

“Look,” Juliet started, “I have some information, and I want to help you so you can, hopefully, help me. I have to make sure I can trust you, though, and I also want to ensure you don’t take what I tell you and cut me out of things. I don’t want you to hire a team of operators and kick me to the curb.”

Voronov frowned, then grunted, lifting his glass of icy vodka for a sip. “Well?”

Juliet nodded. “Give me a minute to clear my head, will you?” As Voronov nodded, Juliet lifted her drink to take a sip and subvocalized, “Angel, black out my vision for a minute. I want to concentrate but don’t want to close my eyes.”

“I’ll keep the feed active to monitor your surroundings,” Angel replied as Juliet’s vision went dark. She carefully set her glass on the table and thought about Voronov and his dark eyes beneath his heavy, brooding brow. Almost immediately, she began to hear his voice.

I hope this bears fruit. She seems flighty, foolish. Is this a ploy? Dimitri wouldn’t let anyone surprise me outside. If Levkin is behind this . . . No, she’s too different. She was wise to choose this location—no wireless, no surveillance.

What is she doing? Staring into space? Is she calling someone?

“Angel,” Juliet subvocalized, “that’s enough for now.” As her darkened vision slowly brightened, she cleared her throat. “Mr. Voronov, my friend, Lilia’s au pair, managed to contact me. I have a good idea about where her kidnappers are taking her, and she’s still with Lilia, or at least she was three days ago.”

“Tell me!”

“I will, but first, I want you to promise to keep working with me. She reached out to me when she couldn’t trust anyone else, and I want to come through for her. Can we make that agreement?”

“Yes!”

Juliet closed her eyes, sighed deeply, and said, “You wouldn’t be lying to me, would you?”

“No!”

Damn this woman! I don’t care if she wants to help! Can’t she see I’m desperate?

Juliet opened her eyes and smiled. “I received a message from Honey through a relay between here and Saturn. She’s the one who told me the Luna Constabulary was involved.”

“Saturn?” Voronov asked, his face darkening. He smashed a fist into his palm and growled, “Levkin!”

“Who is Levkin?”

“Antonin Levkin, a politician. A businessman. His corporation is based on Titan, but he holds property and a political office here on Luna.” Voronov sighed and took another long drink of vodka, slamming the tumbler down on the table with a thunk and a rattle of ice. “We are lost, then.”

“Slow down, Peter.” Juliet reached her left, flesh-and-blood hand over the table toward him, stopping halfway, simply trying to show him that she was sincere. “Back up a little. Please. Tell me why this Levkin would kill your brother, and why he’d take Lilia to Saturn. If you think things are hopeless, give me a chance. What have you got to lose?”

Voronov frowned then lifted his hand, flicking his fingers to summon the waiter. “Another drink,” he barked before the waiter was within ten feet of the table. Turning to Juliet, he said, “My brother was elected to the CGB here. Levkin also serves on that board. They didn’t agree on anything. Levkin is a corporate sycophant, a good dog for the LCC, rolling to his back so they can scratch his belly when he performs their tricks.”

“The LCC, that’s the corporate-run half of the governing body here on Luna?”

“Correct. My brother had evidence of Levkin’s corruption. He was going to make it public before the election later this year. Levkin must have gotten wind and taken him out.”

“So, what’s Lilia got to do with it?” Juliet pressed. “Leverage? Ransom? If your brother is dead, why does he need her? Why not just kill her?”

“My brother was a brilliant man. He won his elections for a reason, but more than that, he was a philanthropist—his wealth was invested in research, and one of his sponsored projects had borne fruit recently. It wasn’t good news for the status quo.”

Juliet frowned, not connecting the dots. “I still don’t see what Lilia or my friend have to do with anything.”

“The research facility was on Phobos. Did you hear about what happened on Phobos recently?”

“I’ve been kinda out of circulation …”

“Juliet, a research facility on Phobos suffered a catastrophic power plant containment failure eleven days ago. Twelve-hundred scientists and employees were killed,” Angel helpfully supplied.

“My PAI just filled me in. So, the research facility that was destroyed was connected to your brother. Again, what’s that got to do with Lilia?”

“Lilia was among the first to receive the treatment. Levkin destroys the facility, kills my brother, and now he has the technology—Lilia.”

“What is it?” Juliet was starting to see why Voronov felt defeated. These big, dirty players were doing things that made what was going on at Grave seem almost tame.

“I won’t say. It’s not relevant.” He sighed again, then paused as the waiter returned with his drink and a plate of red pâté surrounded by a fan of crostini.

“Here we have our beetroot tartare—diced beets, capers, and onions served with freshly baked crostini. Enjoy.”

“Thank you,” Juliet replied, but her mind was reeling from everything Voronov had said, wondering how she could possibly help Honey.

“Levkin will be watching me. He’ll be monitoring everything I do. If you thought I might ‘kick you to the curb,’ you needn’t have worried. I don’t know how I can help Lilia. I don’t know how I can get evidence that Levkin killed my brother. As powerful as he is here, he has even more wealth on Titan. I’m sure Lilia is en route to one of his facilities. He’ll study her, try to learn what they did on Phobos, and then she’ll be gone. My brother’s legacy is destroyed.”

“Hold on, Peter,” Juliet said. “It’s not that hopeless. All I need to do is find them, and Levkin doesn’t know anything about me. Now that I know what I’m looking for, I just need to get to Titan and—”

“And what? One woman against his army of mercs? His hardened research facility, assuming you can find the correct one? He has several. I cannot even give you money right now; I work for my brother, and his accounts are all tied up in probate, thanks to Lilia’s absence. Can you afford fast travel to Titan?”

“Maybe, but if not, I’ll get a job on a ship going that way. He’s not going to kill Lilia right away, right? He took Honey, I presume, so she could help take care of her—he must have long-term plans.”

“If you can help get Lilia back to me, just that alone, I will reward you well. If you can get proof of Levkin’s schemes and crimes, I’ll double your reward.” He frowned, sighed, and added, “You’re throwing your life away if you try. I can’t ask you to do this.”

“How much?” Juliet asked.

“How much? If you bring Lilia to me, I’ll pay you, or rather, she’ll pay you with my blessing, two-hundred thousand bits. Bring me proof of Levkin’s wrongdoings, at least enough to oust him from office, and I’ll double that.”

Juliet wanted to help Honey, and she knew she’d be going to Titan regardless, but she wasn’t so naive to turn down a fat payday in the process. “Angel,” she subvocalized, “send Voronov an encrypted SOA contract. Let’s get this in writing.”

Voronov jerked his head up as he saw something on his AUI before he shook it side to side. “I cannot contract you through SOA! I just told you, Levkin is watching me.”

“No, this is offline. Just between us. After I succeed, we’ll release it to the SOA net.”

His frown deepened, but he nodded. “Very well. It eases my conscience to offer you payment on this suicide mission. I will try, through personal contacts, to find out what facility Levkin might be taking Lilia to. If I succeed, I’ll send you an encrypted message.” He picked up his glass, tilted it to his lips, and drained the vodka in one big swallow. “Now, enough people have seen me sitting here—I will depart. I suggest you wait some time before leaving the hotel behind me.”

He slammed his empty glass down on the table, some ice bouncing out of it, as he stood.

“I never told you my name,” Juliet said.

“It was on your contract. I hope you live up to it, Lucky.” He nodded curtly then quickly strode out of the restaurant.

“I’m an idiot,” Juliet sighed, reaching for some crostini and scooping up some mashed beets.

“Why?”

“I forgot that an SOA contract, even offline, would have my ID and handle on it. Oh well, I think I can trust him not to sell me out to Levkin or whoever else might be behind Honey’s kidnapping. He needs us to succeed—he’s out of options.” Juliet took a bite and smiled, surprised by the tangy, meaty flavor of the beet mixture.

“Is your new drink to your liking?” the waiter asked from beside her, and Juliet almost dropped her crostini, startled.

“I haven’t tried it yet,” she said after swallowing.

“Will your companion be returning?” The waiter sounded a little pained.

“No, I don’t think so. He was in a hurry.”

“There’s the small matter of his drink tab. Do you object to the charges being applied to your bill?

“Seriously?” Juliet chuckled. “No, that’s fine.”

“Excellent. I’ll leave you to enjoy your food; the main course will be out in just a few minutes.”

“Good. I’m hungry.” Juliet took a sip of the sour, definitely not sweet, drink. “That’s better,” she sighed, setting it down. As the waiter silently padded away over the plush carpeting, she subvocalized, “I guess Voronov wasn’t lying about being low on funds.”
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DOCK RATS

Juliet held her plasteel hand over the sink and poured the paint thinner she’d purchased over the blue areas. Almost immediately, the thin blue lacquer started to peel, and with a bit of scrubbing with a wire brush, the more durable, baked-on original red of the plasteel was uncovered. While she worked, she looked in the mirror, pleased to see the traces of blue were almost gone from her hair. Angel had tinted it toward black, a few shades darker than her natural hair, but she liked it.

“Nice job with the eyes,” Juliet said, leaning closer to look into the pale blue irises, a shade she’d wanted to try out ever since she’d seen something similar in the receptionist at the Grave job fair. Thinking of that job fair and Grave Tower caused an involuntary shudder down her spine. Juliet quickly boxed away those thoughts. “I’m going to need a therapist sooner or later.”

“On that note,” Angel started, always quick to chime in when Juliet was foolish enough to mention her mental trauma or anxiety, “I’ve been looking at some VR software that features sessions with a fully accredited pseudo-AI psychologist. I think some counseling would certainly benefit you …”

“I’ll keep it in mind, Angel. Right now, we have serious matters to consider.”

“Will you authorize me to purchase the software and ten sessions? It’s on sale for nine hundred and ninety-nine Sol-bits.”

“Seriously? Why now?”

“You are planning to travel to Saturn and will likely have a lot of downtime aboard the ship. Wouldn’t it be nice to have the option to speak with a therapist?”

Juliet’s instinct was to say no, but she knew Angel had her best interests in mind. She also wanted to show her that she respected her feelings and wishes. Most of Juliet’s money had been earned thanks to Angel’s skills; if the PAI wanted to spend some on a therapy program, could Juliet really say no? Deep in the back of her mind, she also knew she was burying a lot of trauma, betrayal, and guilt. Would it be so bad to talk to someone about it, someone who wouldn’t judge her? “All right. Go ahead.”

“Thank you, Juliet!” Juliet almost felt guilty at how thrilled Angel sounded. She had to think of some more ways to please her.

After rinsing and wiping her arm dry, Juliet walked over to the bed where she’d laid out her belongings and began to pack her clothes into her new backpack. She had to leave behind several pairs of pants, a few shirts, and her new dress; she didn’t think she’d need it where she was going. She left room at the top for her weapons back at the spaceport, and then she took her discarded clothes, most of them never worn, and chucked them into the recycling chute near the door.

As Juliet shrugged into her pack and started toward the exit, Angel said, “Don’t you intend to return to the hotel?”

“I don’t know. We’ll see how this meeting goes; maybe they’ll want to hire me right away. You said their docking status shows them leaving in two days, right? Anyway, I might just find a hotel in the spaceport if they don’t want me. I figure I’ll be interviewing with ship crews down there until I leave, anyway.”

“That’s correct; the Kaminari Kowashi shows a departure time slightly more than forty-one hours from now.”

Juliet grunted in response, quickly stepping out the door toward the elevators. Kaminari Kowashi was the name of the ship whose crew reps she’d be meeting in a little under an hour. “So, they want someone who can provide security and help with salvage, right? I think I should have a good chance.”

“I would think so, especially with your experience with welding and other heavy equipment.”

“I mean, I’ve never welded in space …” Juliet stepped into the elevator.

“The biggest challenge with welding in the vacuum of space would be the buildup of heat. You’d also have to worry about the lack of gravity. You should take heart, though; salvage usually involves cutting rather than welding.”

“My specialty.” Juliet chuckled. “Guide me to the nearest tram heading to the spaceport. I don’t want you trying to make me jog the whole way or something.” She gently pressed a hand to her abdomen, wincing at the soreness. Her wound was healing just fine, but after only one night of sleep, she was definitely feeling it; she’d struggled climbing out of bed that morning.

Juliet had yet to take one of the pills Doctor Ladia had given her, having decided to save them for emergencies. “Or hangovers,” she muttered, grinning wryly. That morning, she’d asked Angel if the nanites weren’t working right, remembering that one of their features was the ability to block pain. Angel had explained that the medical suite she’d purchased featured nanites that were capable of blocking nerve signals to specific parts of her body, but that she didn’t think it was necessary for the level of discomfort Juliet described—too many nerves were tied into the surgical site to make it a wise decision.

Twenty minutes later, she was riding in a tram, passing through the tunnel in the massive plasteel wall that separated the spaceport from the rest of Luna City. When it lurched to a halt, Juliet released the handrail and hurried out, bumping shoulder to shoulder with a surprisingly heavy crowd.

It took her a moment to orient herself, but when she saw the banks of lockers off to the left, some fifty meters from the trams, she hurried that way. Only halfway there, though, she saw the transparent barrier that halted progress in that direction, and she realized the walkway and the crowds were funneling her toward long queues of people waiting to pass through customs.

“We have to go through customs on the way out, too?”

“Oh yes, just as you had to when you entered the spaceport in Phoenix …”

“Why did I think I only had to do that going into the city? Dammit. Are we going to make it in time?”

“It depends on how fast this line moves. I’ll have an estimate for you after I’ve observed it for a few minutes.”

After slowly moving forward, gradually getting closer to the gray tunnels of the scanners, Angel said, “I believe you’re going to be ten minutes late to your meeting.”

“Ugh! Can you message the captain? Let him know we got tied up in customs?”

“Message sent.”

Juliet rocked back and forth on the balls of her feet, trying to be patient as the line slowly advanced. She’d been nervous about interviewing for the ship job, but now, she was doubly so—the added stress of having to go through customs was part of it, but knowing she was going to be late for her meeting only compounded things.

She fidgeted with her left hand, scratching at a few stray flecks of blue paint on the back of her right hand, surprised she hadn’t noticed them back at the hotel.

As the line advanced, a commotion back by the trams caught her attention. She turned to see a man being held at gunpoint, prone on the floor, by some corpo-sec officers—Luna Constabulary. They had white uniforms with blue stripes on the sides of the legs and matching blue ballistics vests. Their helmets were white with dark visors, and Juliet felt a surge of disgust at the sight of them. Were these some of the same crooked enforcers who’d helped to kidnap Honey? Watching them shrink-tie the man’s wrists and bag his head brought back memories of Grave and the Zeta Protocol training she’d gone through. With another wave of uneasy nausea, she turned away, trying to think of just about anything else.

Ten minutes later, it was finally her turn to walk through the scanner. Just as before, there weren’t any beeps, buzzes, or alarms, and she was soon standing in front of the transparent plastiglass booth, waiting for the young man in the white-and-blue uniform to acknowledge her. After several seconds, he looked up from his display, a smile brightening his pale, freckled cheeks and green eyes. “Anything to declare?”

“No,” Juliet said automatically.

“Safe travels,” he replied, waving her along. Juliet hurried down the yellow-lined pathway, blowing out a pent-up breath.

“That was quick,” she breathed softly, hurrying away from customs as though she’d just gotten away with shoplifting.

“I imagine they rely heavily on their scanners. If they thoroughly interviewed every person stepping through, they’d have to delay many flights each day.”

“I guess so.” Juliet hurried toward the lockers, found the one she’d rented, and pressed her thumb to the biolock. Just as she’d left them, her weapons lay nestled within. She lifted out her Hershel Company, modded MP5 with its suppressor, high-end trigger, and half a dozen other upgrades. She contemplated stuffing it into her backpack, but she’d seen other travelers walking around the port with weapons out, and she was going to interview for a security gig, so she slung it over her shoulder.

Juliet took off her backpack so she could shrug into the shoulder harness for her needler, then strapped her vibroblade to her left wrist. She’d dressed in a gray tank top over a pair of comfortable, stretchy black cargo pants. Thinking of her weapons all on display, Juliet decided to dig out her dark brown, faux-leather motorcycle jacket she’d purchased at a thrift store near the Phoenix spaceport. It had a high waist and a silky red lining that gave her shivers of pleasure as she slipped her naked arm through the sleeve.

Juliet liked the way the jacket with its high collar made her feel, and at that moment, she figured confidence was essential. She jammed all her extra magazines into her pack and lifted it, slinging it back over her shoulders. “Did they ever reply, Angel? About us being late?”

“No. Do you think that’s a bad sign? I fear it’s a bad sign.”

“No. Relax. The meeting’s in a bar, right? They’re probably just taking it easy, drinking. How late are we going to be?”

“Fourteen minutes at your current pace.”

Juliet looked at the map Angel had made, saw that she still had more than a klick to go through the enormous, busy spaceport, and scanned around, looking for some way to make the trip faster. “They have to have some kind of shuttle … Aha!” Juliet spied a man driving a cart in the right direction. It had six rows of empty seats, and he was seemingly oblivious to the people walking up and down the port’s wide plasteel central boulevard. She broke into a jog and waved her hands, trying to catch his attention.

The man wore Luna City overalls, had a shaved head, and weird metallic optics that seemed to flow and bubble like pools of liquid mercury—some kind of holoeffect, if Juliet were guessing. He glanced at her and slowed, beeping the little horn on his cart. “Keep clear!” he shouted.

“Wait! Can I get a lift?”

He looked around as though checking if anyone was watching, then shrugged and motioned to the first row of empty seats. “I’m heading to pick up some tourists in the commercial docks. You gotta get out before then.”

“No problem,” Juliet said, hopping into the seat. “I’m heading to some bar called Dock Rats.”

“Yeah, I know it. Here we go!” He stepped on the cart’s accelerator, and its little electric engine squealed, clearly in need of maintenance, as it lurched into motion. While they buzzed along, Juliet looked at her jacket and other attire, starting to have second thoughts about how she looked.

“Are you sure I shouldn’t have worn more formal wear? This is an interview, after all.”

“No, Juliet. I researched things thoroughly; you should dress for the position you’re trying to fill, and you aren’t going to wear a suit on a salvage ship, especially if you’re meant to provide security and do welding work. Your well-worn boots and practical attire will be more appropriate.”

Juliet looked down at her dark, scuffed work boots; she’d bought them at the same thrift store where she’d gotten the jacket, and yes, they were well-worn. They reminded her of the old work boots she’d worn in the scrapyard, and she smiled, remembering how lucky she’d felt to find a pair of broken-in boots that fit her.

“Here it is,” the cart driver said, slowing the cart and waving toward one of the businesses lining the big plasteel wall of the shipyard. Like all the storefronts, the only things that set it apart were its signage, decor, and the clientele hanging around. Several round tables spilled out of the wide-open bay door which gave way to a dimly lit interior, where crowded tables fought for space, and travelers of all sorts sat or stood around drinking foamy glasses of beer.

A sign hanging over the bay door read, in bright-yellow faux neon, DOCK RATS.

“Thanks! Open a port, and my PAI will send you a tip.” Juliet clambered out of the cart and hurried toward the bar, trusting Angel to carry out her promise. She shouldered her way through the crowd hanging around the door and scanned the crowd, waiting for Angel to highlight the faces of the people she was supposed to meet. She didn’t know any of their names other than the captain—Shiro Murakami.

Angel quickly helped her out, painting a yellow circle around a man sitting at a booth near the back. Juliet wormed through the people standing near the bar, careful to keep her MP5 slung back behind her hip so it didn’t rub against any of the close-packed patrons. She studied Murakami as she moved, noting his dark, close-cropped hair with its smattering of gray. He had sharply angled eyebrows, a lean, weathered face, and an expression that said, “Don’t mess with me.” Juliet’s nerves suddenly returned in spades. She flexed her plasteel hand, thankful it didn’t have any sweat glands.

Murakami was the only one at his table, but Juliet saw an extra, half-full mug of beer and wondered where the other representative of the Kaminari Kowashi might be. When she stepped up to the side of the booth and said, “Hello,” her voice was lost in the din of the bar. Still, Murakami looked up at her, offered a half smile, and gestured to the empty seat across from him. Juliet nodded and slid into the booth. Suddenly, most of the noise in the bar faded to a background hum.

“Noise-shielded booths. Works both ways; it’s why we like this place,” Murakami said. “I’m Shiro, captain of the Kaminari Kowashi.”

“Good to meet you,” Juliet replied. “I’m Lucky.” She held her plasteel hand over the table, and Shiro looked at it for a second before reaching out to grasp it. Juliet immediately noted that his hand reflected a life of hard work—short, grease-stained nails, scars, and callouses. He wore a jacket, not too different from Juliet’s, over a gray, grease-stained jumper, but Juliet saw the gun belt around his waist and noted the heavy-looking semiautomatic at his hip. He didn’t have a beard, but dark stubble covered his jawline, and he looked anything but smooth.

“I thought you were going to be late.”

“Well, I caught a lift.” Juliet shrugged.

“Okay, order a beer or something. My engineer’s in the bathroom. We’ll talk when he gets here.” As if that settled things, Shiro lifted his own beer, took a sip, sat back, and, as far as Juliet could tell, actually closed his eyes.

“Right,” Juliet said, then subvocalized, “Angel, order me an IPA.”

“Done. You’re thirteenth in the queue.”

“Hey,” a man in a well-worn, greasy pair of overalls similar to Shiro’s spoke, sliding into the booth next to the captain. He was of average height, with a stocky build and buzzed light-brown hair. Juliet thought he looked like he spent as much time lifting weights as maintaining ship components; his traps bulged under his overalls, and his neck was like an extension of his square, chiseled jaw. He was clean-shaven with gray eyes, and they squinted with amusement as he reached a powerful, thick-fingered hand over the table. “I’m Bennet.”

Juliet took his hand in her metallic one, noting the feel of callouses upon callouses and admiring how she had to stretch her plasteel fingers to grip the sides of the meaty palm. This was a man who truly worked hard for a living. “Lucky,” she replied.

“Cute name,” Bennet said, grinning, which got Shiro to open his eyes.

“C’mon, Bennet,” he growled, sitting up straight and elbowing the heavier man.

“Right, sorry. I’m supposed to be professional.” Bennet chuckled and lifted the half-empty pint of beer, draining the rest of it.

“No worries.” Juliet shrugged.

“So? You have a lot of experience?” Shiro asked. “I see your SOA ratings. They look good, but you’ve only been operating a year. You think you can do security on a hot salvage?”

“What do you know about ship maintenance?” Bennet asked before she could begin to answer Shiro’s question.

Juliet drummed her plasteel fingers on the tabletop, looking from Shiro’s dark, angry-looking eyes to Bennet’s pale, amused ones. “I’m a hell of a fighter. I’m an expert marksman, and I’ve seen a lot of action. More than that, I’ve got thousands of hours on a welding rig, know a lot about electrical systems and motors, and I’m not afraid of hard work. You might find someone who’s a better fighter than me or who’s done more salvage work, but you won’t find anyone with my skill set who’s as easy to get along with. I won’t cause any trouble on your ship, and in an emergency, you’ll be glad you’ve got me along.”

Juliet had thought about how she’d sell herself, and speaking to Angel, they’d come to the conclusion that a smallish ship like the Kaminari Kowashi probably had a tight-knit crew, people who didn’t like having a big ego suddenly inserting itself. She knew she had a deficit of experience, especially in space, but Juliet felt she had a chance if she played up her strengths as most people would in an interview.

“I dunno, Captain. I like her.” As though he were done with the interview, Bennet grinned, stood up, and walked toward the bar.

“I should have brought Matsui,” Shiro sighed, then turned to Juliet. “You fought in space before?”

Juliet thought about lying, about embellishing her training with Grave’s Zeta unit, but she shrugged and said, “I’m capable, Captain.”

“Why do you want this job?”

“I have business on Titan, and I’d rather work for my passage than dump my hard-earned credits on a passenger liner.”

“We’ll only dock at Titan long enough to refit and off-load some of the salvage. We’ll want to sell the pricier components here on Luna. We need you for both legs.”

“I’m open to that. My business on Titan shouldn’t take more than a couple of days.” Juliet worried it would take longer, but figured she’d cross that bridge when she came to it. If she was successful, she’d have a couple of passengers. Maybe she could pay the captain to wait around a little longer and give Honey and Lilia passage; maybe she could offer him a piece of the reward Voronov had promised.

“So, you want two days shore leave as part of your compensation?”

“Well, I think two will be enough, yeah.” Juliet felt like she was losing ground. She was about to try to amend her statement, but then Bennet sat down, slamming a foaming pint of beer before her while holding one for himself.

“Bartender said you ordered this.” He looked at Shiro’s contemplative face and said, “Cap, we need to go, like, yesterday if we’re going to get this salvage. Just hire her already—I was sold at ‘thousands of hours on a welding rig.’”
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Bennet, I’ll tie you to the reactor next time we’re in port,” Shiro groaned.

“Well, if you’re going to threaten me, pick something better than that! I love the reactor room.” Bennet chuckled and sucked some foam from the top of his beer glass.

“Look,” Juliet tried to capitalize on Bennet’s poor negotiation skills, “you guys want to get going. Well, so do I. I’m not lying about my credentials. If you want me to fight someone or do some welding to prove it, just say so, but I’m telling you—I’m what you need, Captain.”

“A minute,” Shiro replied, slowly sipping his beer, his eyes going glassy. Juliet followed suit, lifting her glass, but before she could take a drink, Bennet clicked his pint against hers.

“Cheers,” he said, then lifted his glass to his lips and drained the entire pint in one long, absurd pull.

“Cheers,” Juliet echoed, taking a much smaller sip and setting her glass down.

“My wife, Alice, is sending you a contract to look over,” Shiro said, his gaze refocusing on Juliet.

“Okay, one sec,” she replied, noting that Angel had put a blinking file icon on her AUI. “Open it,” she subvocalized.

“It’s an SOA contract, but the payment schedule is unusual,” Angel noted, opening the lengthy document for her to read. It was pretty standard, but Angel had highlighted a few oddities for Juliet. The Kaminari Kowashi was the contracting party, but Juliet figured the ship was a legal entity, like a business. Her compensation was listed as two percent of the net proceeds from whatever they salvaged on their mission. Any payment she was due would be forfeited if she abandoned the crew before it returned safely to the Luna City docks. Finally, she would be responsible for assisting with engineering and salvage duties while the security needs were “light.”

“Can you give me an estimate of the salvage value?” she asked, refocusing on Murakami’s face.

“That’s hard. Depends on if we’re first to the site. Depends on what kind of deal we can make with the salvage yards.”

“Ballpark it,” Juliet said, starting to feel a little taken advantage of. That thought gave her enough pause that she subvocalized, “Angel, black out my vision for a few seconds.” As things went dark, Juliet tried to focus on her memory of Shiro’s face, his eyes, and his cranky expression.

“If we can get to the site at all, we’ll pull a minimum of 50k worth of hull plates off it; those are usually left for the last scavengers. If we’re early or first, it could be closer to a couple of million bits worth of components.” As he finished speaking, Juliet began to hear his thoughts, but then they were drowned out by a chorus of garbled voices.

Damn, she’s looking fine today.

Oh, why won’t he just kiss me already?

Just a beer. All I want is a beer. What’s taking so long?

Do I have to go back? I don’t want to get back into that cramped, shitty ship.

What time was I supposed to—

“Angel!” Juliet subvocalized, “Turn my eyes back on!”

As her vision bloomed back to life, Juliet saw Shiro looking at her with narrowed eyes. Meanwhile, Bennet was getting out of his seat, apparently intent on returning to the bar.

“Your lattice was rapidly heating. It seems to be cooling now,” Angel noted.

“Uh, that’s a pretty big spread, Captain.” Juliet tried to cover her awkward behavior by rubbing at her temples.

“The nature of salvage—always a bit of a gamble.”

“Uh-huh,” Juliet said, then subvocalized, “Angel, amend the contract to five percent of net proceeds, sign it, and send it back.” She sipped her beer and sat quietly for a minute, watching Shiro’s face. He didn’t react, and she wondered if his wife, wherever she was, was consulting him at all about the contract process.

“It’s been returned, amended to four percent,” Angel announced.

“Fair enough.” She nodded to Shiro and added, “Okay, contract’s good. Wanna show me the ship?” She felt a bead of sweat rolling down her forehead, and when she scooted her chair back, a brief wave of dizziness washed over her. Juliet covered well, though, gripping the tabletop with her plasteel hand. When it faded, she saw Shiro standing up, waving toward the bar where Bennet was already starting to wend his way through the crowd, holding a full pint.

When he saw Shiro and Juliet moving toward the open bay door, he shrugged and drained the glass, then turned and slammed it back on the bar. Shiro paused outside, and Juliet stood beside him, waiting for Bennet to make his way out. Watching him shoulder through the crowd, Juliet again admired his toughness; he wasn’t a huge man, but it was clear that he was built like a block of cement under those grease-stained gray overalls.

“Heading out already?” he said when he walked up, not a hint of a slur to his words.

“Yeah. If you’re going to press me into hiring the first merc who applies, we might as well capitalize and get moving.” Shiro turned and started walking quickly away. Juliet and Bennet locked eyes briefly. He smiled and shrugged, and she shrugged back; she might not be the best candidate, but she’d gotten the job, so she wouldn’t take offense at Shiro’s assessment.

They followed Shiro deeper and deeper into the spaceport, and the clean, lightly populated area where Juliet had debarked the shuttle from Phoenix faded to a dim memory as they pressed through crowds of people waiting for passenger liners or cargo ships. Some of the gathered travelers looked like ordinary people going on a trip, and some looked like desperate refugees. After they passed the crowds of passenger freight, as Bennet colorfully described them, they moved into the more industrial docking section.

The docking collars in this area were a lot larger and farther apart, and though they had to contend with crowds, they were lighter, and it became more a matter of avoiding freight trucks and forklifts. “Almost there,” Shiro called after nearly twenty minutes, a time in which Juliet began to truly appreciate the size of the Luna spaceport—judging by the distant horizons before and behind them, they’d only traversed a small percentage of it.

“Over here,” Bennet called, turning toward the plasteel base of the dome where a round, windowed port hung. “Let’s give her a look at the Kowashi.”

“Aye,” Shiro said, altering course toward the viewport. “Want to see your home for the next month or so?”

“Sure,” Juliet replied, following behind. When she stepped up to the glass, she touched the fingers of her left hand to it. It was cold, almost uncomfortably so, and when she clicked her nails against it, it felt a lot like metal. “Is this what the dome is made of?”

“Yeah. Diamatex,” Bennet said. “Nanites shit it out when you supply ’em with the right materials.”

“Huh.” Juliet leaned closer to the transparent surface, looking outside. A nearly square, building-size ship sat out there on the nearest plasteel landing pad. It wasn’t pretty, but its ugly, squat appearance and asymmetrical shape were oddly pleasing to Juliet. It looked tough and weathered and capable. She could see the drive cones hanging out between the enormous landing struts, and they looked powerful. Several articulating arms were folded near the front of the big ship, and she wondered if they were used to grasp salvage or wield gigantic plasma torches.

“Beauty, ain’t she?” Bennet asked. Juliet glanced toward Murakami, noting the pride on his face.

“Yeah,” she said earnestly. “She really is.” The vessel might once have been a uniform color, but different sections of it were different colors, all variants of blue, black, yellow, or gray. “What’s with the paint job?”

“Well,” Bennet started, “when you have to repair hull plating, depending on the manufacturer or the dry dock, they come in different colors.”

“Waste of money to paint the whole ship.” Shiro shrugged and turned toward the closed circular door that led to the docking tube.

As he walked away, Juliet said, “Well, like, couldn’t you just paint the new shielding materials as you put them on?”

“Eh, I’m with Shiro. Paint don’t mean shit out in the black for a workhorse like the Kowashi.” He started walking, looked back at Juliet still staring out the window, and said, “C’mon, I’ll show you around the ship.”

“What’s it mean?” Juliet asked, following after Bennet. “The ship’s name?”

It was Shiro who answered, having typed in his access code and waiting for the door to cycle open. “Kaminari Kowashi means, roughly, ‘Thunder Breaker.’ My father named it.”

“Huh.” Juliet nodded. “Cool name for a salvage vessel, I guess.” She ducked into the circular docking tunnel, following the two men. They soon came to another doorway, this one dark, grayish-brown plasteel, and Shiro held his hand to a biometric panel on the side of it. A moment later—after a loud hiss, an explosion of foggy air, and a faint grinding sound—the door swung open on automated hinges, allowing passage into a dimly lit square airlock. Bennet and Shiro stepped through, Juliet following behind.

Shiro walked toward the far door, held his hand to the panel, and a countdown appeared above the door. A woman’s voice said, “Cycling airlock in ten, nine, eight …” Juliet heard the door behind her click closed with a hiss, and then her ears popped as the countdown continued.

“Shouldn’t we be at station-standard pressure?” she asked over the noise of the announcement and the hissing air.

“We are,” Bennet replied, following up with, “Mostly. I’ve got a couple of kinks in the system I’m trying to work out.” He shrugged, and then the countdown ended, the hissing stopped, and the inner door swung open. Juliet stepped through, careful not to leap through the metallic ceiling in the light gravity outside the dome. Shiro had paused in the wide, industrial hallway outside the door, gesturing to Bennet.

“He’ll show you around, introduce you to the others. I gotta deal with the portmaster.” With that, he strode away, boots clicking on the metal flooring, which reminded Juliet that she’d need to get some magnetic boots to wear aboard the ship; if they weren’t under the influence of the drive, she’d be floating around without them.

As if he’d read her mind, Bennet said, “We’ve got a closet full of old gear; we can get some magnets to hook onto your boots. We’ll probably be under acceleration more than half the trip, though, except when we’re cruising at her top speed.”

“The salvage job is near Titan, right?”

“Near enough. What’re a few million klicks in space?” He chuckled, then started down the long hallway. “C’mon, let’s go meet Aya.”

“Aya?” Juliet hurried after him. Bennet didn’t slow or explain, so Juliet followed him through a series of dim, brown-gray metallic corridors, down a couple of lifts, and then toward an oversize automated double door. He touched his hand to the bio reader; it slid open a little haltingly, and they walked through into an enormous space. “This must be the cargo hold,” she said, feeling kind of stupid for stating the obvious.

Judging by what she’d seen of the outside of the ship, she figured the hold must take up half of its volume. It was about thirty meters to a side, with a ceiling some twenty meters over their heads. A few pieces of heavy equipment were strapped to the deck here and there, including a couple of welding rigs very much like the one Juliet had spent a big part of her adult life inside. They were a little more robust with some features she could only guess at. Were those maneuvering jets?

A woman yelled something that sounded like an expletive from beneath a nearby vehicle resembling a small olive-green bulldozer equipped with two articulating, pincer-tipped arms instead of a blade. Bennet walked toward the back of it and shouted, “Aya! Come out of there for a minute and meet our new crew.”

“Huh?” the voice sounded from under the machine. Juliet saw her legs and boots sticking out, then Bennet grabbed an ankle and gave it a tug, sliding a small woman out over the metal decking. She had short dark hair and wore a silvery visor. Looking at the visor, Juliet wondered if it was permanent, but then she saw the strap going around the back of the woman’s head and took in the dials and knobs, wondering just what kind of custom functions they performed.

“I said, meet our new crew—Lucky.”

“Hey,” Juliet said, waving.

The woman, Aya, apparently, sat up and kicked at Bennet, who danced back with a chuckle. She reached up and lifted her visor to her forehead, peering at Juliet with pretty, pale yellow eyes. “Lucky?”

“That’s right,” Juliet replied, reaching out her plasteel hand.

Aya gave it a friendly slap. “You’re the muscle, huh? Hope you can do some real work, too.”

“I can work those welding rigs pretty well,” Juliet said, nodding to the big, metallic exoskeletons with their built-in torches.

“Oh?” Aya’s flinty voice rose an octave, and she smiled. “Good! Bennet, leave me alone now. I need to fix the clawcat’s hydraulic line.” With that, she pulled down her visor and slid back under the “clawcat.”

“All right, Lucky,” Bennet said, turning back to the cargo bay door. “One more crew member to meet: Alice.”

“Alice … that’s Shiro’s wife?”

Bennet chuckled. “Yeah, but don’t describe her like that if you want to stay on her good side. She’s the pilot and manages the business side of things. Used to work for Murata Corp, flying interceptor missions around Venus, you know, protecting the carbon harvesters. Racked up a lot of pirate bounties, too. Anyway, she’s pretty cool.” Bennet walked to what he described as the central lift, then punched the top button. “Bridge is up top. After we meet Alice, I’ll show you your quarters, and then we can tour the living spaces and engineering. I’ve got a few jobs you can help me with while we’re cruising toward Saturn.”

“Okay, sounds good,” Juliet said, holding on to the side of the elevator as it surged and clunked its way up. The walls of the lift were battered and scratched, the plasteel plates on the floor bearing hundreds of scrapes and stains, and she wondered just what kinds of equipment they lugged around the ship, up and down the lift, to make those marks. “How old is this ship?”

“Not sure exactly. I think Shiro’s dad ran it for a couple of decades before he sold his rights to Shiro. I’ve been with him for twelve years, and he was going a long time before I joined.” Bennet shrugged. Considering those words, Juliet figured the scrapes and stains were just the hallmarks of a salvage ship that’d seen a lot of use for a lot of years. The lift lurched to a halt, the doors opened, and Juliet followed Bennet down a short hallway to another pair of gray-brown doors.

He touched his hand to the biolock, it hissed open, and then they were inside the bridge of the Kaminari Kowashi. Big viewports occupied the far wall, and Juliet’s eyes were instantly grabbed by the expansive panorama of the lunar surface they were depicting. She could see the dark black of space contrasting with the gray-white surface of Luna, with its weird ridges, dips, and little hills, and she wondered how much of that surface had been altered by the construction of Luna City and its domes, and how much had never been touched by humankind.

“Who’s this?” a cheerful voice asked. Juliet jerked her eyes away from the viewports to see a woman, short and wiry, with curly red hair, pale skin, and chromed eyes that reminded her a lot of Angela Chaudhry’s, enough so that she found her heart starting to race at the memories they evoked. Still, she pulled herself together enough to step forward and hold out her hand.

“I’m Lucky. I think you and I were negotiating over my contract earlier.”

“I figured,” Alice said, grasping her hand and quickly shaking it. “I’m glad the boys found someone so fast; we’ve got a hot lead on a fresh wreck, and if we can get hauling ass, we might be first on the scene. I hope you know how to use that thing.” She gestured to Juliet’s MP5 and smiled. She had a fairly thick Australian accent, and Juliet wondered about that. Had she been born in Australia, or were there colonies around Venus where people had that accent?

“I do, Alice,” Juliet replied, patting the SMG with her left hand. “It’s nice to meet you. That’s exciting about the salvage lead. It’s near Titan?”

“Yep! I’ll give you more information as we get underway. Don’t know you well enough to let this info spill while we’re in port, though. No offense.”

“None taken.” Juliet shrugged.

“Right.” Alice walked over to one of several consoles on small metallic desks in the bridge. “Come ’ere, and I’ll put your bio specs into the ship’s database. You know, so you can open doors.”

“Oh,” Juliet said, walking toward her. “Okay.”

Alice tapped at the screen, then pointed to a flat biopanel like the ones on the doors. “Put your hand there.”

Juliet thought about it for a minute, then, figuring she might want to be holding a gun and opening a door at the same time at some point, decided to place her left hand on the panel. A moment later, it beeped, and a green LED lit up. “You’re all set,” Alice said. “Bennet, can you show her to Claudia’s old room?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“We’re going to get going as soon as Shiro clears things up with the Port Authority. I’m going to push this old girl as hard as I can for the first burn, so you’ll want to be in your bunk or an acceleration couch here on the bridge—they’re designed to distribute the forces and support your organs and skeletal frame. Don’t worry; we’re just talking two Gs or so.”

“How long?” Bennet asked, a strained note in his voice.

“Just half a day, then we’ll drop to one G.”

“Okay,” he replied, visibly relieved. He looked at Juliet and said, “We’ll need to perform maintenance on the drive after that first burn.”

“Sure,” she agreed, nodding, hoping her experience with motors and Angel’s know-how could help her avoid looking like a complete idiot.

Bennet nodded and moved out of the bridge, back toward the central lift, while she followed, excited, nervous, and relieved that they would be making decent time toward Saturn and, consequently, Honey.

“Hang on, Honey,” she subvocalized. “We’re coming.”

“Yes,” Angel replied. “We are.”
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MUSCLE

Juliet sat on the edge of her bunk—more of a gel-lined lounge chair than a bed—and looked around the quarters Alice had assigned to her. There was a faded poster on the gray-brown plasteel wall near the door depicting a man in an EVA suit, a term Angel had filled her in on meaning extravehicular activity. The space-suited man was reaching for a tether while drifting into a black void, a smirk on his face visible through his domelike helmet. The caption under the image read, “Just go with it.”

“Is that, like, supposed to be dark humor or something?” Juliet snorted, deciding she kind of liked the poster. Other than that bit of decor and her bunk, she had a built-in chest of plasteel drawers, a small sink, and a mirror that functioned as a medicine cabinet. Bennet had shown her the showers and bathrooms down the corridor before leaving her to prepare for the launch.

“Be sure to recline in your sleep pod when they announce the launch,” Angel said, startling Juliet out of pondering the kinds of work she’d be required to do during the voyage. “The gel is designed to distribute the G forces and regulate blood pressure. Two Gs isn’t bad, but prolonged exposure to high Gs without supporting infrastructure can cause problems, such as—”

“It’s fine, Angel. I’ll be sure to climb in when it’s time.”

As if on cue, Alice’s voice crackled through the ship’s intercom, but her words weren’t what Juliet had been expecting. “Lucky? Time to earn your first paycheck—Shiro needs you at the airlock. I’m patching you in to our ship network so you can add us to your AUI.”

Juliet watched as a HUD appeared on her AUI listing the four other crew members of the Kaminari Kowashi: Shiro Murakami, Alice Murakami, Bennet Lang, and Aya Matsui. It wasn’t as detailed as the HUD the watchdog at Grave had provided about the members of her Zeta Protocol unit, but it had their heart rates, and it made for easy, quick contact through a ship channel. As soon as the names populated, Juliet said into the new channel, “On my way.” Then she subvocalized, “Angel, I have no idea what I’m supposed to be doing. What sorts of job requirements are there for an operator acting in this capacity?”

“SOA operators assigned as security for a small crew ship like this are meant to fulfill many different roles: personal security, contract negotiation, intimidation, reconnaissance, and retrieval, just to name a few—all of that plus their usual ship duties, which are often quite diverse.”

“Okay, well, listen to what happens, and please do some research about how I should handle it,” Juliet replied, opening the door to her quarters and hurrying down the metallic hallway toward the lift. Crew quarters were near the top of the ship, just under the bridge level, and she needed to make it to the middle section where the airlock and docking collar were. She spoke into the ship channel as she hurried along. “Any heads-up? I need my guns?” She already had her guns, but she was hoping to fish some information out of the rest of the crew.

“Definitely,” was all Alice said.

Juliet sighed and stepped into the lift, touching the button with the big number four on it, then waited around fifteen seconds while it clunked to life and haltingly lowered her down. She was sure there were stairs or a ladder somewhere nearby that might have made the trip faster, but she didn’t know the ship well enough to skip the lift yet. “Angel, please build me a map HUD for this ship.”

“Already done,” Angel replied, and then, beneath her crew HUD, she saw the new map, watching as it populated with dots representing the crew and herself.

“Nice.” As the lift opened, she followed Angel’s dotted line toward the airlock. Juliet grabbed hold of her MP5, lifted it to a ready position, and smiled as the crosshairs and ammo counter populated her AUI. The counter read 30/30, and she knew she had high-grain, armor-piercing rounds loaded and ready to go. Her boots clunked on the metallic floor of the grimy, scarred-up passageways as she hurried toward the airlock. She had time to wonder if cleaning would be one of her shipboard duties before she came into sight of the door.

Shiro stood inside the square pressure chamber in front of the round door leading back into the station. He waved at her as she approached. “C’mon, we gotta go take care of something before we can get underway.”

Juliet frowned, hurrying her steps. When she was a little closer, she said, “What is it?”

“Portmaster won’t release our clamps. I owe him some docking fees, but the bits were supposed to come out of our salvage claim. Assholes at the yard didn’t forward the docking fees, even though they deducted them from our pay. Gonna need to go talk to Ling, and he usually has some muscle. That’s why you’re coming.”

Juliet narrowed her eyes, tapping her nails against the stock of her MP5, and contemplated telling Shiro that when it came to operator jobs, she wasn’t really muscle. She knew better, though; they weren’t off the moon yet, en route to Saturn, and she didn’t want to mess things up by acting like she couldn’t do what she’d advertised: security.

“Angel,” she subvocalized. “Any advice on how I’m supposed to play this part?”

“You have known some good operators that fit into the muscle role, Juliet. Can you not imagine how Ghoul or Mags might handle this situation?”

Juliet grinned at the idea, picturing Ghoul with her chromed, sharpened teeth, her spiky hair, and her gravelly voice. Ghoul would handle this type of situation with ease. Nodding to herself, she decided that’s what she’d do; she’d channel her inner Ghoul.

Mind made up, she tried to get her game face on, continuing to frown, deepening it into a scowl, and taking up position behind Shiro, her submachine gun held crossways in front of her. She gripped the stock but kept her finger off the trigger—she’d been with enough experts to know nothing screamed noob more than an operator with no trigger discipline.

The airlock hissed, the lights flashed to green, and Shiro pulled open the exterior door. He glanced over his shoulder at Juliet and nodded. “It’s not far. We’ve been dealing with Ling for a few years now, but this is the first time he’s shorted us this much. He’s not responding to my pings, so we’ll pay him a quick visit.”

“Roger,” Juliet said, falling into the little habits she’d picked up from Charlie Unit.

Shiro walked quickly, but his legs were shorter than Juliet’s, and she kept pace easily. They hustled through the crowded industrial area of the shipyard, eventually coming to a plasteel building built up around a pair of docking collars. As they pushed their way through toward the big open bay doors, Shiro remarked, “Most of the scrap they buy from people like us gets shipped right out—down to Earth or off to Mars.”

The warehouse-like structure was busy. Juliet saw big forklifts, pallets of shredded, baled plasteel, and hand trucks loaded with all sorts of metals, plastics, wires, and even parts of engines. It reminded her a lot of her old job back in Tucson. In the distance, the arcs of cutting torches flashed in the dimly lit interior, and Juliet could smell the telltale scent of burnt metal and plastic. No one challenged or greeted them, and soon, Shiro was banging his fist against a little office door in the far wall of the building.

The windows in the wall next to the door had the blinds pulled, but Juliet saw one of them flip up and then down. “Someone’s in there,” she said. “Angel, thermals, please.” As her vision faded to grays and she saw the bright bloom of Shiro’s body heat in front of her, Juliet ran her eyes over the windows and the closed door. She saw three distinct figures, one lurking by the door, one standing by the windows, and one in a seated position further back. “Three,” she said.

Shiro pounded on the door again and shouted, “Ling! We need to talk.” More quietly, he asked, “You can see through this? Pricey optics.”

“My PAI is clever. Uses some kinda waves—”

“Fuck off!” a deep voice hollered from behind the door.

“That’s not Ling.” Shiro jiggled the handle, then looked at the biometric lock panel next to it. “Can you get past this? Or break the door?” He looked pointedly at Juliet’s plasteel hand.

“Yeah.” Juliet stepped forward, letting her gun drop and hang from its sling. She pushed the sleeve of her jacket up on her left arm and pulled out her data cable, plugging it into the port on the lock panel.

“I’ll need a minute or two,” Angel said.

“Working on the lock. Give me a couple,” Juliet told him, turning to scan the warehouse. She saw the bright red-orange outlines of people moving about doing their jobs, but none were approaching the little office.

“Didn’t know you could do that kind of work,” Shiro said, nodding appreciatively.

“Well, when I pop this and open the door, stand behind me, all right?”

“Hey, I can hold my own in a dustup.”

“The fact that you called a potential shootout a dustup tells me my first instinct was right. Please stand behind me.” Juliet grinned, imagining her words coming out of Ghoul’s mouth.

“Right, well”—Shiro moved back a couple of steps, but he pointed to the pistol holstered on the belt he wore around his coveralls—“I know how to handle myself in a gunfight, too.”

“Noted.”

“I’m nearly there,” Angel said, but then added, “Remember, Juliet, you’re operating in Luna City, and though the spaceport doesn’t require a firearms license, a shootout will prompt an investigation. You should try to avoid escalating to that level of violence.”

“Yes, Angel,” Juliet sighed, then winked at Shiro and said, “My PAI is lecturing me.”

“Hah.” He shook his head, rubbing at the stubble along his jawline. The panel beeped, and the door clicked. Juliet retracted her data cable, then readied her MP5.

“One,” Juliet mouthed the word. “Two. Three.” With her left hand, she quickly jerked the door open. The first thing she noticed was the body sprawled on the plasteel floor and the heavyset man leaning over, his backside to Juliet, rifling through its pockets. Juliet stepped forward, glanced to her left, and saw a slender woman holding a vibroblade to the throat of a man sitting behind a desk. She didn’t wait for introductions but took another step and kicked the first man hard in the butt.

He was quite an overweight fellow, and he toppled gracelessly, his forehead smashing into a bottled water dispenser. He groaned at the impact, flailing his arms in an attempt to scrabble back to his feet. Juliet pushed her heavy work boot into the small of his back, shoving him down. Shiro came in behind her and slammed the door closed, so Juliet lifted her MP5, leveling it at the woman with the knife, and, trying to imagine how Ghoul would handle things, said, “I’ll put your brains all over that wall if you move more than a centimeter.”

“I told you not to call for help,” the woman hissed at the wide-eyed, grease-stained, filthy little man sitting in the desk chair.

“I didn’t! Mura, why are you here?”

“You owe me money, Ling, and you’re not picking up my calls.”

“I’ll cut his throat!” the woman sneered, and Juliet finally got a good look at her. Rail thin, with long, stringy hair that might once have been a shade of red but was currently more black, streaked with something that resembled bearing grease. She had a bad optics job—clearly artificial eyes, the scleras gray and the pupils mottled green, but her body wasn’t taking to them. Pus-filled, swollen flesh circled the off-colored orbs. The hand holding the vibroblade shook, and Juliet shivered at the woman’s filthy, jagged nails.

“You want to die today?” Juliet asked, grunting as she drove her boot against the man’s latest attempt to surge to his feet.

“Please desist from attempts to steal my inventory. Authorities will be notified!” the dispenser announced as the bulky thug’s head smashed into it again.

“Shiro, get this she-devil off my neck, and we can work something out,” Ling wheezed, careful to avoid moving more than a millimeter as the blade buzzed in the woman’s jittery grasp.

Juliet eyed the woman, eyed the knife, and contemplated shooting her—she was one bad jitter away from slicing through Ling’s jugular. If Juliet shot her, though, the woman might drop the vibrating blade, and he’d be in just as much trouble. Shiro started to edge around her, but Juliet jerked out her left hand, holding him back. “Lady, get that knife off his throat. I’m giving you to the count of three.” At first, she didn’t know where the ultimatum came from—she was painting herself into a corner, but as she thought about it, she figured it was something Ghoul would do.

“You think so? How about I kill this loser, and you too, huh?”

“With those shakes? I doubt you could hold that knife steady enough to cut me. Lady, I have a suppressed MP5 here with a hair trigger. I’ll have ten rounds in you before you take one step, and guess what? I’ll be off-world before it matters. Test me, bitch.” Juliet worked hard to put some gravel in her voice, and, as the big, overweight man whose face she’d yet to see tried to surge to his feet again, she stomped hard on the base of his spine and growled, “I’m going to shoot you if you don’t stop trying to get up.”

“Oof!” he grunted as his face slapped into the plasteel floor, his pasty, too-fleshy arms sprawling out beside him as he gave up.

“Did they kill this guy?” Shiro asked, gesturing to the body half obscured by the big man Juliet was holding down.

“Yes,” Ling said, as more and more sweat began to bead on his face and forehead.

“Three,” Juliet started.

“Hang on, Lucky,” Shiro called, lifting his left hand and making a “calm down” motion. She noticed he had his gun in his other hand.

“Two,” Juliet continued, ignoring him and still channeling Ghoul. For effect, she pulled the bolt halfway back on her MP5, ensuring a round was in the chamber. The woman glanced from her to Shiro, to Ling, then back to Juliet, licking her lips in a nervous tell. “One,” Juliet said, lifting the gun.

“All right, all right!” the woman cried, standing up and dropping the knife to buzz and bounce along the plasteel floor. “Let me go, c’mon. This guy owes us too!”

“Like hell!” Ling shouted, scooting his chair a few feet away, the old casters squealing in protest.

“Get her knife, Shiro,” Juliet said, still training the gun on the woman as she shrank into the corner of the office, pressing against the plasteel walls like she could melt away through them. She glanced at Ling and asked, “You got any shrink-ties?”

“Not here, but let me call my other security; he’s overseeing a shipment.” As he asked for permission, Juliet realized there must be a jammer active, at least a net jammer.

She glanced around and subvocalized, “Where’s the jammer, Angel?”

“The source seems to be on the large man’s belt.”

“Ah.” Juliet nodded. “Cover that woman, Shiro.” As he turned off the vibroblade and trained his pistol on the woman in the corner, Juliet shouldered her MP5 and leaned over to grasp the man’s belt with her plasteel hand. She pressed her foot into his back as she gripped the cheap, synthetic leather and tugged.

“Oof!” he groaned again as the belt snapped and slid out from under him. Sure enough, a deck was clipped to it near the broken buckle. It was an old, low-end model with many, many scratches and stains on its one-time mirrored surface. Juliet grasped it in her plasteel hand and bore down, crunching the plastic to bits and killing the jamming field instantly.

She dropped the ruined deck. “Go ahead and call your guy.”

Ten minutes later, Ling’s other security officer had bound the two thugs and dragged them out of the office—along with his comrade’s body—to await the Luna Constabulary. Ling was visibly shaken, drenched with sweat, and jittery, but also delighted to be rescued by Shiro and Juliet. He explained that the woman used to work for him, that he’d fired her for no-shows, and that she and her friend had shown up, pretending to look for work, and tried to strong-arm him into transferring the balance of his bit vault to her.

“I can’t believe they almost had me! A couple of no-life, moondust-tweaking thugs like that! If Bert wasn’t dead, I’d fire him. Hey, you, blue eyes, you want a job?” Ling asked, glancing up from his terminal at Juliet.

“I have one.”

“Come on, Ling. Finish the paperwork. I need to get off this rock, and the portmaster’s waiting for those bits,” Shiro said, giving the deck a nudge. He was standing right beside Ling, watching over his shoulder, as the man went through the allocation paperwork for the scrap the crew of the Kaminari Kowashi had sold him the day before.

“Yeah, yeah. Sheesh! Why didn’t you tell me you needed this processed in a rush? Well, on second thought, I’m glad you didn’t. You might not have come around to pester me, and then I’d have been ruined by those two thugs!”

“I don’t suppose you’re going to reward us?” Shiro asked, eyeing the tablet.

“I’m barely scraping by this month, Murakami!”

“Forget it.” Shiro rubbed at his short, black, gray-speckled hair. He watched as Ling tapped the screen a few more times, then his eyes went glassy as he verified something on his AUI. Juliet was leaning against the wall by the door, her hand still resting on her gun, falling into the muscle role more easily than she’d imagined.

“Good. See you next trip, Ling. Try to keep the tweakers out of your office, huh?” Shiro slapped Ling on the shoulder, and then gestured toward the door. “Let’s roll, Lucky. We’re blasting off.”
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SALVAGE

Can you tell me more about Ghoul? Why do you think she came to mind when I asked you about your feelings of distrust and nervousness and why you haven’t formed close relationships with others?” The virtual psychologist, Dr. Ming, occupied a window in Juliet’s AUI, much like a video call. Juliet thought whoever had designed him had done a great job; he looked very lifelike, with mannerisms that she found almost instantly endearing. He drank tea, winced when he took a sip if it was too hot, wore a plaid shirt under a rough sweater, and just seemed very … nice.

Juliet had made Angel promise not to eavesdrop on her meetings with Dr. Ming. She’d insisted on the PAI turning on her privacy mode, just like she did when she wanted some alone time, something she’d been doing more and more as she found Angel to be more of a person than a PAI. As much as she liked Angel, she didn’t enjoy the idea of her watching, wondering about, or judging her every move, especially when she was doing things people generally liked to do alone. That said, Angel had been quick to agree to avoid the VR counseling sessions—anything to get Juliet to attend this first one.

“Ghoul—Cassie—was someone I just sort of clicked with. I liked her because she kind of fit into the gaps in my own personality. She’s tough, brash, experienced, and, well, she looked out for me. I mean, I thought she did. I trusted her a lot. We went through some tough things together, and when I learned part of our relationship was based on a lie …” Juliet paused, searching for the right words. Dr. Ming patiently waited, pushing his old-fashioned horn-rimmed glasses up his nose. “I mean, I didn’t really care! I wanted to tell Cassie that. I wanted to hug her and say I understood. She didn’t give me the chance, though; I think she wanted to punish herself because she knew I wouldn’t.”

“It’s important to acknowledge that your thoughts and feelings are valid, but it’s also important to challenge any thoughts that may be contributing to your distress. One way to challenge this thought might be to focus on the evidence for and against it. For example, while it’s true that Cassie left you, it’s also true that you were able to develop a close and meaningful relationship with her. It’s also possible that there are people in your life who care about you and are willing to support you, even in the face of adversity. It’s important to remember that relationships can be complex, and that people make mistakes. While it’s possible that others may hurt you, it’s also possible that they may bring joy, comfort, and stability to your life.”

“Yeah, I know that. I mean, I feel close to Honey, the friend I told you about who’s in trouble, the one I’m trying to rescue.”

“You should remember that while it’s natural to want to rescue your friend, it’s also important to prioritize your own safety and well-being. It can be helpful to develop a plan for the rescue that takes into account any potential risks or dangers. In addition, it might be helpful to focus on developing coping strategies to manage the stress and anxiety related to the situation. This might include techniques such as deep breathing, progressive muscle relaxation, or mindfulness exercises. In our next session, we can continue to explore strategies for managing stress and anxiety related to the situation with Honey. Remember that you don’t have to go through this alone, and that resources and support are available to you.”

“Oh,” Juliet said, glancing at the clock on her AUI. “Is our session over?”

“Yes, we’ve completed your first one-hour session. You have purchased ten sessions. Would you like to continue into another session now? I think you’d benefit from some time to think about what we’ve discussed today. My recommendation would be to wait at least three days before conducting the next one.”

“Right. Okay. Thanks, Dr. Ming.”

“You’re quite welcome. I look forward to seeing you again soon, Lucky.”

Juliet closed Ming’s window then toggled off Angel’s privacy mode. With simulated breathless excitement, the PAI instantly asked her, “How was it?”

“It was all right, I guess. I spent most of the hour telling the doctor about a lot of the stuff I’ve been through. I guess it was good to pin down some of the things that are bothering me. The things I’ve been sort of bottling up. I guess we’re going to discuss some coping strategies next time.”

“That’s wonderful, Juliet!”

“Attention, crew.” To Juliet’s relief, Alice’s voice cut into Juliet’s introspective discussion with Angel. “We’re dropping down to one G of acceleration for the next few days. If you’re still in your acceleration couch, feel free to get up and move around when the pressure lets up.”

“Thank the lord!” Juliet sighed; she’d had to pee terribly for the last few hours.

Bennet had told her it would be fine to go to the bathroom, acting like two Gs of acceleration was no big deal; he said he moved around quite a lot under that kind of load. Juliet had thought about it, remembered the initial force of the shuttle taking off from Earth, and figured she’d be all right to do the same. It turned out that twelve hours under two Gs was a lot different than a few minutes.

The acceleration couch, her bed, made it almost effortless, cupping her in its soft gel that supported and massaged her, ensuring good circulation. If she was being honest, it felt wonderful, and Juliet had slept soundly for the first seven hours of the ship’s flight. When she’d awoken, feeling the urge to go to the bathroom, she’d tried to get up and walk out of her room but had given up, unable to imagine using a toilet under that strain.

“Maybe when I get some more experience,” she said, sighing with relief as the ship gradually slowed to one G, feeling the pull at the center of her belly dissipate. She clambered out of her bed, laughing at how the gel cupping her arms and legs squelched as she pulled her limbs free. “Excuse me.” Still laughing softly, she tugged on her black cargo pants—she’d slept in her underwear and a navy-blue tank top. “Angel, is there a rule about walking around barefoot on a ship like this?”

“Nothing officially posted, though the sat-net message boards and social channels are full of anecdotes that indicate it’s not a smart move. One man lost three toes when the autopilot evaded a micro meteor shower and he was flung into a doorway. His toes caught on the latch mechanism and were pulled off in a rather spectacular shower of blood—”

“Yikes, Angel. Enough details. I get it.” Juliet shook her head, grunting as she pulled on her boots and laced them up. “They actually posted a video?”

“Yes, would you like to see it?”

“No!”

Juliet walked down the dim corridor toward the showers. One of the amber-toned lights flickered, and she wondered if it was an electrical issue or if the LED bulb needed replacing. She passed by another empty crew quarters, then Bennet’s room; he’d pointed it out on the way to showing Juliet hers. After that, she was standing before the crew washrooms. The one on the left was spray-painted with a black, stenciled bolt, and the one on the right with a nut, but Bennet said the crew just used “whatever.” Juliet figured she’d go to the right.

There were three toilet stalls and an open shower area just past the sinks and mirrors in the dimly lit, faintly moist-feeling room which reminded Juliet of a locker room at a very low-budget gym. Still, it was clean, and a faint hint of bleach hung in the air, so she took advantage of the low occupancy and stood in the hot shower for a while. She’d grown used to taking showers over the last few months, and she was glad to see the ship didn’t employ sani-spray.

“Do they just recycle the water? I’d think they’d have a tight leash on water usage on a ship like this,” Juliet asked as she pushed the dispense button again; it automatically shut off after three minutes.

“I don’t know for certain, but it’s likely that these drains lead directly into the gray water filtration system. As a salvage vessel with a good-size cargo hold, the Kaminari Kowashi can carry many thousands of gallons of water in its reservoir, and it’s outfitted for a crew three times this size.”

“Well, no one gave me a lecture about not showering too often, so …” Juliet let the thought drop as she rinsed the shampoo from her hair, wincing at a twinge of pain in her right shoulder. While she held her face under the shower nozzle, she rubbed at the tight muscles that ran from the back side of her shoulder down into her arm, where her modified tendons met up with the plasteel attachment.

“Is your arm bothering you?”

“Ugh, Angel. Should I make it a general policy that you go into privacy mode when I’m in the shower?”

“I’d prefer you didn’t …”

“Yeah, I know. I’m just being bitchy. Yes, my arm hurts. It’s always stiff when I first wake up, though.”

“I believe that will be remedied when Dr. Ladia conducts your arm surgery and cleans up those artifacts from Murph’s work.”

“Yeah. I hope so.” Juliet sighed, then stepped out of the shower and started to towel off. She’d found the towel folded on a metallic shelving unit at the entrance to the bathroom. There were six hooks off to her left, next to the sinks, and two of them were occupied: one with a pale-blue, white-flowered towel, and the other with a red, frayed one. Juliet chose a hook, two removed from the others, and hung up her plain white towel.

“Lucky,” Alice’s voice, coming from an overhead speaker, announced, startling Juliet as she looked at herself in one of the mirrors. “Bennet’s on breakfast duty, and we’re gathering in the mess. I’ll do a mission briefing before we break up for transit tasks.”

“Roger,” Juliet said into the team comms. “Why do you think she doesn’t message me through comms? Why does she use the PA?”

“I don’t know. You should ask her.”

“Thanks,” Juliet quipped, then hurriedly brushed her teeth and finished dressing. With her damp hair pulled back in a ponytail and still wearing her tank top, black pants, and work boots, she followed Angel’s directions to the crew mess hall on the same level as their quarters. When she stepped into the brightly lit, if somewhat cramped, kitchen and dining area, she saw the crew, other than Bennet, sitting at a bolted-down picnic-style table with long metal benches.

“Hey, Lucky!” Shiro greeted when he saw her standing in the doorway. “Glad you survived the burn. Even had time to shower, huh?”

“Come on,” Bennet called from a steaming cooktop counter beyond the table. “Huevos rancheros, minus the huevos—I had to use powdered egg protein substitute, but I made it into something that resembles a scramble.”

“He’s a decent cook,” Alice noted, looking over her shoulder and patting the bench next to her. Juliet smiled and hurried over to the table, pleased at the warm reception. Aya was sitting next to Shiro and staring at a readout on a sturdy-looking data pad. She wore a frown of concentration, and Juliet didn’t think she’d heard a word the others had said, so she didn’t take offense at her lack of greeting.

“Smells good, anyway,” Juliet said as she sat beside Alice. “Does Bennet do all the cooking around here?”

“Hah!” Bennet barked from the stove.

“Oh, no.” Alice chuckled. “We all take turns, but let’s just say there are fewer leftovers when it’s Bennet’s turn.”

“Hey, Lucky,” Bennet said as he stirred his steaming skillet. “Sorry, I didn’t have time to show you around the rest of the ship before we took off. I didn’t know the captain was going to take you on a field trip. He said you beat up some thugs, huh?”

“Oh, not really.” Juliet felt some heat in her cheeks and hoped she wasn’t blushing, which, of course, made it worse. She tried to cover by standing up and walking over to pour a cup of coffee for herself. When she’d walked into the mess, she’d felt a warm, cozy glow in her chest at the sight of the actual drip coffee machine and not some simulated squirt dispenser of hot brown liquid. “I mostly just threatened them.”

Shiro laughed, shaking his head. “I almost started laughing when she burst through the door and kicked this big guy in the butt—he went headfirst into a water dispenser, and the damn machine started scolding him. It was pretty funny.”

“Seriously?” Bennet laughed. “I can hear that thing’s voice now, ‘Please don’t steal my goods! Corpo-sec is on the way!’” He performed a halting robotic voice, and everyone joined in with his laughter.

“Anyway,” Alice said, speaking over Shiro’s chuckles. “Glad we got our salvage pay squared and got en route. Speaking of which, are you guys ready to hear about the intel I scooped?”

“Yeah!” Bennet exclaimed, then added, “Aya, can you pass out plates?”

Aya looked up from her deck, her eyes a little bleary, and looked around as though she’d forgotten where she was. “Oh, hey, Lucky. Captain says you can help me with some maintenance on the welding rigs. The torches need cleaning; some need new tips.”

“Yeah, sure.” Juliet shrugged, glancing toward Shiro at Aya’s mention of “Captain.” Aya nodded and stood, going to one of the latched cabinets above the counter to take out a stack of plastic plates.

As she passed them around, dropping each with a clatter before the seated crew and leaving an extra for Bennet to Juliet’s right, she continued, “I was surprised they hired someone so fast—figured they were cutting some corners to get off-world faster.” She smiled at Juliet, her bright yellow eyes exuding amusement, then added, “I was pretty damn shocked when Shiro told me about your welding experience. Looks like we’ll get through whatever job Alice has cooked up a lot faster.”

“Hey, we hired her for security, and I think we’re probably going to need it. At least at first.” Alice paused while Bennet came around with his skillet, scooping a generous pile of mash that, she supposed, could loosely be described as huevos rancheros. She saw potatoes, egg … stuff, chopped peppers, and some kind of diced protein. The warm tortillas and salsa he set in the center of the table completed the picture well enough, making up for the less-than-authentic ingredients.

“Go on,” Bennet said, nodding toward Alice as he sat down.

“Right.” Alice chewed and swallowed. “So, I got a tip from Frankie. You remember Frankie? My girlfriend from before I met Shiro?”

“Uh.” Bennet scratched his head.

“The muscley blonde with all the freckles?” Aya added, filling the gap.

“That’s right!” Bennet snapped his fingers, then stuffed a forkful of food into a tortilla. “Pass me that salsa, would you, Lucky?”

“Yep.” Juliet slid it toward him, then began to dig into her own food as Alice continued. She glanced at Shiro and saw he wore a pleasant smile, apparently unbothered by Alice’s talk of her ex.

“Anyway, Frankie heard from her friend who flies security for Goliath Gas.” She paused, looking around the table to see if anyone knew the name.

“What do they do?” Juliet asked, unafraid to admit her ignorance.

“They run refineries through Saturn’s upper atmosphere. Gas harvesters, you know, ram scoops. Anyway, Frankie’s friend was flying security when one of those big, gas-bellied behemoths got attacked by pirates. She said her friend and his wingman smoked the baddies, and most of their ships were lost in Saturn’s gravity well, but one of ’em limped away. The company ordered the escorts to pull back, but Frankie’s friend got off a last missile—he swore to her that he saw the ship go down on Dione.”

“He saw it?” Bennet asked, an eyebrow raised skeptically.

“Well, more like his PAI projected that’s where it would go down.” Alice shrugged.

“So, this seems like kind of an expensive trip for a lot of possible what-ifs,” Bennet pressed.

“Hey,” Shiro cut in. “How many times have you had first bite of a downed gunship? I’m not talking a little interceptor here. Not some bug of a ship slagged on impact. Alice’s friend says it was a Hector model! You know what that is? Takamoto tech, gas brain! Made during the war.” That got Bennet to close his mouth, at least for a minute, while he chewed. Aya’s face was impassive, but her eyes were distant, and Juliet had the impression she was daydreaming about the mysterious downed ship.

“Gas brain?” Juliet chuckled.

“He thinks I somehow consume some of the H-3 …”

“How else you explain our budget for fuel always going up?” Shiro’s face reddened as his voice rose.

“Old drives, boss! C’mon, Cap!” Bennet laughed, taking another bite.

“Well, what do you think?” Alice cut in. “About the job, I mean.”

Bennet swallowed his food, grunted, and said, “Sounds more and more like a fairy tale, boss.” He shrugged and stood up, carrying his empty plate to the sink. Before Shiro could defend his wife’s intel further, he said over his shoulder, “Still, who doesn’t like a fairy tale? The best we’ve ever gotten off a wreck was a beat-up reactor, which was only because the first scavs didn’t have the know-how to remove it. If we can really be the first ones to a gunship like that …” He let the thought linger while he started washing his plate, a big grin on his face.

“No wonder you wanted to get moving fast,” Aya said, also standing up.

Juliet still had half her food to eat, so she tucked in, trying to wolf it down so she could follow Aya to the cargo hold. As she swallowed a particularly spicy bite, she took a big gulp of her now lukewarm coffee and asked, “Do you think it’s still there? What if the crew survived? Surely, they’d call for help.”

“That’s the beauty. Frankie’s friend’s been on duty ever since the encounter—those gas harvesters take a long time to fill up. He hasn’t seen or heard any indication that anyone’s flown anywhere near Dione.”

“Well, let’s hope we’re the only ones who’ve heard this little tip. You sure they’re not selling this story all over the system?” Bennet shrugged as he dried his plate.

“They better not! Frankie sold me this info, so if it’s bogus or there are ten other salvage ships already there, she’s going to have hell to pay, and her friend by proxy.”

“Hey,” Juliet said, also standing with a now-empty plate. “Speaking of that, how long will it take us to get there? This ship didn’t look …” She trailed off, not wanting to insult anyone by saying the big salvage vessel looked slow.

“Fast?” Alice laughed. “It’s going to take us around ten days. We’ll push her a bit harder than we should, and it’ll be an uncomfortable deceleration, but I’m sure we’re ahead of anyone this side of Jupiter. We just need to hope no one from the Jovian moons or Titan gets wind of the wreck.”

“Here’s hoping,” Aya said, then nudged Juliet. “Wanna head down to the cargo bay with me when you’re done there?”

“Yeah, just give me a sec,” Juliet replied, smiling as she rinsed her plate. She was excited and couldn’t help it if it showed—they were moving fast toward Honey, and they were on a pretty exciting salvage mission. She’d never really considered that salvage could be exciting, so the whole thing was a nice surprise. She set her plate on the drying rack. “Right. Let’s go tune up those welding rigs!”
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ENFORCED DOWNTIME

On the second day of transit, Bennet asked Juliet to help him and Aya uncrate and set up a bunch of gym equipment in the cargo hold. The big plastic crates were strapped into a corner, and Juliet and Aya waited as Bennet pulled each one out with the little battery-powered forklift. The forklift was very compact—no seat but a shelf for the driver to stand on while operating it.

“Why’s all the gym equipment crated up?”

“Well, right now, we’re under steady acceleration.” Aya pointed down in the direction of the reactor and drives. “When we reach max velocity and cruise or flip to start our deceleration burn, everything’s going to fly all over the place, so we’d either need to bolt this equipment down or repack it. Since we use the cargo hold to carry salvage, we can’t really keep a permanent gym set up.”

“Right. I’m new to the whole spacefaring thing. I keep forgetting this gravity”—Juliet lifted her boot and stomped it down—“is due to the acceleration.”

“Never done this sort of thing before?” Aya frowned, then hurriedly added, “I mean, don’t worry! I don’t judge …”

“Thanks,” Juliet said, backing up to make room for the crate Bennet was dropping off. “I’ve been operating on good old Mother Earth up ’til now. Still, I think I’ll manage okay.”

“Um, Bennet wanted me to help him repair some shielding panels while we’re in transit. How about we take you along so you get some hours in an EVA suit?”

“Oh, that would be great!” The truth was that Juliet felt nervous about how she’d manage when they arrived at the salvage location. Angel had informed her that Dione had a harsh environment, including very severe radiation from Saturn. “I was wondering about the EVA suits. Will they be able to protect us from the radiation on Dione?”

“For a little while. They have an active shielding layer, but it drains the batts fast if the radiation is high. If we really find the wreck on that little moon, Alice will probably put the Kowashi down, and we’ll tug the wreck into the cargo hold. We should be all right for a brief exposure—long enough to get the cables hooked up and grab any loose wreckage with the exos.”

“The welding rigs?” Juliet glanced at the robotlike rigs with their enclosed operator compartments.

“Yep, they’re equipped with some decent shielding, and in light gravity, they’re pretty fast with their maneuvering jets.”

“Look out!” Bennet called, apparently wanting to drop the last crate right where Juliet and Aya stood.

“If there aren’t any hostiles, do you think Shiro will let me operate one?” Juliet had been eager to try out one of the rigs ever since she’d helped Aya refit their welding tips. They were a few generations beyond what she’d used in the salvage yard, with a lot more options.

“Yeah, sure, but have you ever used one in low gravity? It’s easy to wreck …”

“No, I haven’t, but I’m pretty good. I think I’ll catch on quickly.” She smiled, clapped Aya’s shoulder reassuringly, then subvocalized to Angel, “Especially if you help me.”

“I’m sure we can manage,” Angel replied.

“Huh, we’ll see,” Aya said, but Juliet could read the doubt in her eyes.

Bennet had jumped out of the forklift and was popping the seals on the first crate. “C’mon, you two. I haven’t lifted in almost a week. My arms are getting small.”

“Oh, brother.” Juliet laughed. She hardly knew Bennet, but she could see he wasn’t suffering from any atrophy. His arms, shoulders, and neck were thick and hard, straining the fabric of his overalls, and she’d felt the strength of his grip when they’d shaken hands.

“He’s always like that. But watch out because he’ll have you working out every day if you don’t learn to say no.” Aya sighed in mock exasperation as she started to unload plates, stacking them as though she’d been through the routine many times. Juliet helped, and soon realized that Bennet was serious about his weight lifting. There were benches, a four-sided squat rack with pull-up bars, three different twenty-kilogram barbells, and dozens of rubbery plates weighing between two-point-five and twenty kilograms.

“We can build up every muscle with this setup, Lucky. You look like you work out; how about making some gains while we’re stuck on this boat, hmm?”

“He tried the same speech on me!” Aya laughed. “I do my own thing, though; I’m not trying to look like a hulk.” Aya blew her bangs out of her eyes, brushing at them while she spoke. With a frown, she added, “I need a haircut. You any good?”

“Oh gosh!” Juliet laughed. “You don’t want me near your hair with scissors.”

“Eh, I’ll do it myself, I guess.” She shrugged.

“If you join me, though, you’ll have to tune that arm so it doesn’t outlift your other one. Can your software manage that?” Bennet was like a dog with a bone, pressing the issue as though Juliet and Aya hadn’t said a word.

“Yeah.” Juliet rubbed self-consciously at her biceps and shoulder above her plasteel arm.

“How’d you lose it?” Aya asked, resting a fist on her hip and cocking one eyebrow up.

“Aya …” Bennet started, but Juliet waved away his objection.

“No, it’s all right.” Juliet hadn’t spoken about the loss of her arm with anyone other than Angel. She found that her willingness was one thing, but when she tried to follow up with words, she felt stuck. How was she going to explain it? Should she just tell the truth?

Rather than think of a convoluted story, she blurted, “I had to cut it off with a vibroblade. Someone had put some … poison into a medical implant in my forearm.”

“No shit?” Bennet asked, looking at Juliet with new respect.

“A vibroblade?” Aya whistled.

“I bet that bled like a mother—”

“I was in a clinic. Well, kind of a chop doc’s surgical room. My PAI cauterized it so I could deal with … other things.” Juliet shrugged.

“I notice you always wear that vibroblade,” Bennet said. “Is that the one?”

Juliet grinned and pulled the knife from the sheath on her belt, letting it buzz in her hand. “Yep. You might say me and this knife have some history.”

“Can you throw it?” Aya asked.

“Hmm?” Juliet frowned at the sudden change of topic.

“I mean, all the mercs in vids can throw knives …”

“I can, but I don’t think Shiro wants me poking holes in his ship.”

“Hang on, hang on!” Bennet laughed, then pushed one of the now-empty cargo crates back toward the wall. He dug around in his overalls and came up with a fat, red marker. Chuckling the whole while, he drew a target with a big red bull’s-eye on the side of the plastic crate. Once he returned, he said, “I’ll do the dishes for everyone tonight if you can hit that bull’s-eye.”

“Seriously? What if I miss?”

“If you miss, you gotta do them,” Aya announced.

“Well, what are you putting on the table?” Juliet asked, flipping her knife with her metallic fingers and deftly snatching it out of the air by the handle. She eyed the crate, estimating the distance at about eight meters.

“I’ll cook when it’s your turn!”

“Okay.” Juliet laughed and added, “To be fair, if I miss, I’ll cook on your turn.” She squared herself off with the crate, then subvocalized, “Ready?”

“You want my assistance?” Angel asked in a faux-scandalized tone.

“Yes! Dishes are on the line!” Juliet laughed again, pleased to see Bennet and Aya sharing her good humor. She liked the way Bennet was quick to joke around. Her good mood almost fell away when she started to compare him, mentally, to Houston. She quickly refocused on Aya, who was practically hopping with anticipation. Juliet grinned and decided to drag things out a little. “Is this okay? Should I back up a little?”

“Seven-point-six meters,” Aya said, her pretty golden eyes scrutinizing the gap between Juliet and the crate.

“Let’s make it an even ten,” Juliet declared, backing up. Angel populated her AUI with a dotted line that stretched out to the crate, the distance in meters floating above it. When it read exactly ten, she stopped and flipped her knife in the air again, snatching the spinning, buzzing weapon by the handle. She’d been practicing doing so for the last couple of days during her downtime in her quarters, much bolder with her plasteel fingers than her real ones.

“Sure you guys are okay with the stakes?” Juliet grinned again, wolfishly showing her teeth to Bennet. “We could make it more interesting. Wanna put some bits on the line?”

“Hey, I think she’s trying to intimidate us, Aya. She’s hoping we’ll back out!”

“All right, all right.” Juliet laughed. “I wouldn’t feel right taking your money anyway.” With casual nonchalance, she lifted her arm and whipped it forward, barely noticing Angel’s guardrails as the PAI helped her make a perfect throw. The knife sang through the air, making its buzzing progress straight to the center of Bennet’s bull’s-eye, where the blade sank to the hilt in the dense alloy, buzzing and vibrating, ever so slowly cutting its way down through the crate.

“Damn!” Bennet laughed, slapping his hands.

“Teach me!” Aya howled, running to the crate to retrieve the knife. Juliet almost warned her off, suddenly feeling very strange about someone else handling her vibroblade, but she held her tongue. Aya was a salvage engineer; surely, she knew how to handle dangerous equipment.

“I can try to teach you,” Juliet replied, “but I’m not great at explaining how I do things.” She reached out her hand, pleased to see Aya had turned the blade off before passing it over.

“Later, though! C’mon, who’s ready to pump some iron?” Bennet practically howled.

“I mean, honestly,” Juliet started, smiling apologetically at Aya, “I’ve been missing the gym for the last few days myself. What do you say, Aya? Join us?”

“Um.” Aya frowned but shrugged. “Oh, all right. I don’t want to get all beefy, though, Bennet!”

“No chance of that,” he deadpanned before he started to shrug out of his grease-stained blue overalls. Beneath, he wore a pair of athletic shorts and a tank top, and Juliet saw she hadn’t been wrong about his physique—his muscles weren’t bulbous like a bodybuilder’s, but they looked like slabs of chiseled stone. She wouldn’t have been surprised if he could outmuscle some of the people she’d known with cybernetic arms.

“Let’s see …” he said, holding his hand to his chin and looking over the equipment. “Let’s warm up with some pull-ups, huh? Then we’ll do some squats. We’ll start light today, since we’ve all been slacking …”

Juliet’s cheeks hurt from all the laughing and smiling she’d been doing, and while Bennet spoke, she reflected on how nice it was to have enforced downtime like this. No matter what she wanted to do or what urgent emergencies were happening in her life, there was no helping that the Kaminari Kowashi would be traveling through deep space for days and days. “Make sure my right arm syncs up with my left,” she subvocalized, jumping up to grab one of the bars on the squat rack and hoisting herself into a pull-up.

“Oh, nice! We’ll have you doing muscle-ups before we get to Dione!” Bennet laughed, clapping his hands. “Come on, Aya!”

Two hours later, her hair damp from a shower and her body exhausted from one of the most brutal weight-lifting sessions she’d ever been through, Juliet reclined in her bed, letting the cool acceleration gel hug and massage her as she went through some notes Angel had prepared for her about what she’d found in the copious data files they’d stolen from Grave about the GIPEL.

As she read a summary of some of the participant’s postprocedure test results, she saw the name Joshua Kyle, and a wave of guilt hit her like a ten-ton brick. “He’s dead because of me.”

“Kyle?” Angel replied, her voice soft.

“So you came to the same conclusion?”

“You didn’t know what was going on with him. When you subdued him, he’d just attacked you; he had no way of knowing you would resist his psionic assault. You could be brain damaged or dead …”

“He was trying to get away. He’d been experimented on, had something shoved into his head—just like me—was almost free, and I stopped him. Then they killed him, Angel.”

“I know. Perhaps you should bring this up in your next session with Dr. Ming.”

“Yeah.” Juliet frowned, closing her eyes, refusing to look at her AUI while she forced herself to face the guilt she’d buried. She’d been happy to have enforced downtime earlier, but the downside was starting to hit pretty hard. When she wasn’t constantly moving, constantly watching out for the next big emergency, it was harder to keep certain feelings stuffed down into a tight little box. “Let’s send a message to Cassie.” The idea had come to her on an impulse, and she knew there wasn’t any guarantee Ghoul would read it, but she wanted to send it anyway.

“What would you like to say?”

“Make it a voice message.”

“Ready.”

“Cassie, I know a little bit more about guilt and about feeling like you don’t deserve happiness. I’m dealing with some of those feelings myself. I … I know you left because you were afraid of my forgiveness, afraid I’d make it hard for you to punish yourself, to pay penance. I want you to know that everyone makes mistakes. Everyone hurts other people. It’s just, well, we’ve been pushed into positions that make those mistakes cost lives sometimes. That doesn’t mean we don’t deserve ever to be happy. I’ve had to change my ID a bit, so if you want to reach out, reply to this, even if it looks like a dead end. Angel will make sure it gets to me. I hope I hear from you soon. Much love.”

“I’ll make certain this is routed through a terrestrial server. No sense giving anyone, including Cassie, the clue that you’ve left the planet.”

“Thanks.” Juliet sighed, suddenly melancholy. She started to think about Ghoul again, picturing her smile with those sharp chrome teeth and bright blue eyes. When the image changed, and Juliet remembered her with bloodshot eyes and tears streaking down her cheeks as she ran away and jumped into an AutoCab, she frowned and tried to think of something else. Her brain was a traitor, though, and instead of a happy thought, she remembered riding in a fluttercraft with Charlie Unit after their nightmare mission in the R&D facility up by Flagstaff. She thought of Houston cracking jokes, and almost smiled before remembering he was dead.

“Angel, distract me. I can’t read your report right now, but summarize something for me—what did you learn about the GIPEL that might explain my weird dream? The one about the shuttle that seemed to predict my future.”

“Are you sure?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Well, the information I have isn’t definitive, and it’s punctuated with rather dismal information about some test subjects.”

“Yeah. I’m sure.” Juliet frowned, folding her arms over her chest and sinking further into her bed.

“Very well. You were not the only subject to present this ability, for lack of a better word. A prominent example comes from GARD’s early experimentation with the GIPEL. A young woman named Wendy Upshaw developed a lopsided lattice, one that was well-developed in the central limbic area of her brain but very sparse elsewhere. She reported having dreams that ‘came true.’ GARD conducted many sleep studies with her, trying to determine what triggered the true-dreams, as they called them.”

“Did they figure it out?”

“They found that sleep deprivation and stress, followed by restful sleep, caused a nearly tenfold instance of the true-dreams.”

“God. So they tortured her?”

“Basically, yes.”

“How do they explain the dreams?”

“They had several theories. One possibility is that the GIPEL in the individual’s brain allows them to tap into the quantum field and perceive potential futures. This could be similar to the concept of the many-worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics, where every decision made creates a new universe branching off from the current one. An individual with the GIPEL could have the ability to perceive multiple potential futures and glimpse scenes from one of those futures that is more likely to occur.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes, that was one working theory. They had other, simpler explanations, however. For example, it could be that the GIPEL enhances the individual’s intuition and ability to read patterns and signals. This could allow them to pick up on subtle cues and indicators that others might miss, giving them a sense of what is likely to happen in the near future. The GIPEL might be allowing them to glimpse a perceived possible future as a sort of defense mechanism. Simply put, in times of stress, your brain is trying to show you what’s coming.”

“What do you think?”

“I don’t know, Juliet, but based on the data, I don’t think you’re just predicting future events. If you saw a shuttle with faceless, shadowy figures, I might be inclined to believe you intuited the idea that you’d be leaving Earth soon. However, you saw actual people, people you’d never met before, and, according to what you told me, they were just the same in reality as in your true-dream.”

“What happened to her? Wendy?”

“GARD put her through a few days of traumatizing events in one of the VR studios, keeping her sleep-deprived. When they finally allowed her to sleep, she began to have a true-dream. In an attempt to get as much data as possible, the technicians on duty allowed her to stay immersed in the dream even when her brain temperatures spiked. She died from the damage.”

“She died from the dream? Do you think I would have died if I hadn’t woken from mine?”

“If the heat had continued? You would have, at minimum, suffered severe brain damage.”

“We need a plan for if that happens again …”

“I’ve come up with one—your new medical nanite suite will allow me to wake you with relative certainty; I can use them to manipulate your hormones with great precision. There’s little chance you’d remain asleep if I felt you needed to wake.”

Juliet couldn’t help smiling at Angel’s smug tone. “Were you going to tell me about this plan?”

“Of course! I plan for a thousand contingencies every day, though, and I wasn’t sure you wanted to think about me manipulating your hormones. You know I’d never do so unless it were an emergency, right?”

“Yeah, you better not! I think I told you something on day one or two to that effect.”

“Such a long time ago! We should revisit some of those earlier conversations when you didn’t trust me so implicitly, don’t you think?”

“We can, sure, but I still don’t want you messing with my brain without permiss—”

“Dinner’s almost ready, and I made some protein smoothies for us,” Bennet’s voice announced in her ear, his name flashing green on her comms HUD.

“Nice! Thank you! I’ll be there in a couple of minutes,” she replied, then, speaking to Angel, said, “All right. Thank you for making sure you had a plan to save me from an overheating GIPEL. Ugh. Psionic lattice. Let’s talk more about the GARD research after dinner, hmm?”

“I’d love to, and you’re welcome.”

Juliet groaned as she pulled herself out of the acceleration couch. She knew she’d be sore in the morning, but right then, the rubbery feeling in her arms and legs was nice. Exercise was good, clean work, and it made it a little easier to push her dark thoughts and memories back down into the box she kept in her head.

Stretching her mouth into a smile, she blew out a pent-up breath and went to the kitchen.
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ZERO-G

The next few days of their journey aboard the Kaminari Kowashi became some of the best times of her life. She enjoyed her daily routine and got along very well with the crew, though she didn’t see much of Alice and Shiro other than when everyone got together for meals. Bennet and Aya were like her squad mates from Zeta Protocol without all the talk of killing other people. Instead, they joked around, exercised, and fixed things on the ship or salvage equipment.

She learned more from Bennet about building strength than she ever had during PT or even with Angel in the gym. If she were being fair to Angel, though, she hadn’t given Angel the proper attention or opportunity to really train her, not the way she did with Bennet. Something about having a living example working out with her was far more motivating. Just as Aya had warned, Bennet wanted to work out every day, but he had some high-end supplements which, coupled with Juliet’s nanites, sped her recovery nicely.

More than the exercise and camaraderie, however, Juliet enjoyed how, outside the weight lifting and mealtimes, every day was different. One day she might be helping Bennet perform maintenance on the H-3 reactor, while the next, she might be sent into the lesser-used corridors on the ship to change lightbulbs and tighten screws on panel covers. Everything on the Kaminari Kowashi needed maintenance now and then, and with Juliet along, the crew was getting a lot of old, piled-up issues taken care of.

“Do I have this on right?” she asked Angel, holding up her boot to show off the magnetic sole she’d clamped onto the bottom. The devices gave her another half inch in height, which she didn’t really need, but she felt they were pretty neat. They weren’t just magnets, as she’d always imagined when reading or watching vids about shipboard life. They were intelligent devices managed by clever processors that spoke to each other, equipped with complicated gyroscopic moving parts near the toes and heel.

The two magnetic soles were a pair, and with them on, Juliet should never have to worry about both boots coming free from the deck in a zero-G situation. More than that, they’d learn her strides and walking habits, and if Bennet were to be believed, eventually, she’d forget she had them on because they’d work so quickly and naturally to keep her secured to the metal flooring.

“Yes, that looks good.” Angel highlighted the four little clamps securing the magnetic soles to her boots, providing a brief green checkmark as she confirmed they were attached correctly.

“Thanks,” Juliet said, pulling the boot on. “How long ’til we lose gravity?”

“Alice provided a countdown,” Angel replied, displaying it on Juliet’s AUI. Eleven minutes and change remained. Juliet watched the seconds tick down, wondering if she should leave her room yet. She sort of wanted to experience her first zero-G situation alone, in her room, without others around to laugh when she lost her balance or something worse.

“How long are we going to be without gravity?” She thought she remembered Alice mentioning a few days, but wanted Angel to confirm.

“The ship will cruise at this velocity for nearly two days.”

“Right. Because if we kept accelerating the whole way, the drives would come apart, or the hull would, or we’d navigate into an asteroid or something.” Bennet had explained to her that the Kaminari Kowashi was a “good old girl,” but she had her limits. The ship’s top “safe” cruising velocity was just a bit more than one percent of c, which was apparently respectable for that class of ship.

“That’s right. I wonder if, given a connection to the nav computer, I couldn’t improve that aspect of things a bit.”

“That would be nuclear, Angel, but it would also make me stand out like a sore red thumb to these folks. I like being a normal operator in their minds, so yeah, let’s not have you do any supernatural feats of computing. I mean, at least not obvious ones.”

“If you got your own ship with some excellent shielding and maneuvering jets, I bet we could win some races.”

Juliet barked a short laugh—Angel never failed to surprise her. “You want me to get into ship racing now?”

“I thought you enjoyed speed?”

“Oh, too true, Angel, too true. Ships are a bit outside my budget right now, however. As it is, I’m going to be sitting near zero bits after I send Doctor Ladia payment for that new arm in a couple of weeks.” Juliet’s lips twisted into a rueful smile as she stood and began clicking around her room, practicing with the magnetic soles.

“Isn’t it exciting to think we might find a Takamoto-era gunship? If the Kowashi is first to claim it, we’ll see a respectable payday, which might alter your financial outlook.”

“If we can manage to help Honey and Lilia in time to return to Luna with the ship,” Juliet grunted, tugging at her foot, wondering why it wouldn’t come loose. She then flexed her ankle and tried a normal step—it popped free.

“Before the gravity cuts out, would you like to tell me about your last session with Dr. Ming?”

“We did some practice with that progressive muscle relaxation thing. I liked it, but honestly, just talking about my problems has made me feel a hundred times better. I’m glad you guilted me into buying that program.”

“I guilted you?”

“Um, not exactly, but I felt guilty about the idea of telling you no, so, yeah, I said yes.”

“Oh, I see. I think that’s good, Juliet—you cared about my feelings enough to do something you didn’t relish. Thank you!”

“Course, Angel. We’re friends. Sisters, even. Wouldn’t you say?”

“I like that very much. Henceforth, I’ll consider you my sister.” Angel sounded so pleased, so content, that Juliet almost didn’t notice the blinking warning on her AUI indicating that the drives were cutting out. A moment later, the constant pressure in her belly that everyone on Earth forgot was there went away, and she almost puked. As she slowly started to feel normal enough to look around, Juliet saw a loose sock she’d failed to put into her dirty clothes crate floating in front of her face. “There goes the neighborhood,” she sighed, already deciding she wasn’t a fan of zero-G.

“Lucky?” Bennet’s voice came through her comms.

“Yeah?”

“Meet Aya and me in the hold; we’ll do that EVA we talked about.”

“Right! On my way,” Juliet replied, trying out her magnetic boots again, this time for real. She walked in a slow circle and found they worked the best when she didn’t overthink things. Nodding to herself, she stepped out of her room and carefully proceeded to the lift, almost moving naturally by the time she stepped onto it. “These work pretty damn well, Angel.”

“Good!”

As she rode down to the cargo level, Juliet remembered what she’d heard coming from Aya when trying to sleep the night before. She’d done a lot more reading about the GIPEL project, and a lot of experimenting with different ways to keep her mind busy as she fell asleep, but music still worked the best and fastest. Last night, she’d been trying out some of the mindfulness exercises Dr. Ming had taught her, and right in the middle of them, she’d heard Aya’s voice as though she were right next to her.

The salvage tech had been worrying about the EVA Bennet had scheduled. More specifically, she’d been worrying about Juliet—she thought for sure Juliet would break something or, even worse, fall off the hull and slip away into the endless expanse of space. Juliet had wanted to go to her to talk or even just message her, but she couldn’t, not without arousing suspicions, so she’d simply determined not to mess up.

Stepping off the lift and click-clacking her way down the metallic corridor toward the cargo hold, Juliet couldn’t help a smile popping onto her face, along with a slight blush, as she thought of some of the other stray thoughts she’d picked up over the last few days. Shiro and Alice were very much in love, and more, they weren’t shy about their lustful thoughts. Juliet felt like she should feel guilty about hearing those private thoughts, but it wasn’t as though she were trying to listen to them, and when it happened, she did everything she could to snap herself out of that receiving state. That, in her mind, absolved her of the unintended eavesdropping.

She held her hand to the biometric pad beside the sliding metallic door leading into the cargo bay. It beeped, a green LED lit up, and the door whooshed open. Juliet stepped into the hold to find Bennet and Aya pulling EVA suit components out of a big plastic crate. “We’re not using the suits in the airlock?” she asked as she approached.

“Nah, those are fine, but these are sturdier—more tool pockets, and the air canisters are bigger. ’Sides, we’re exiting from the airlock down here.” He jerked his thumb to the small, windowed door beside the enormous bay doors.

“You sure you wanna learn to do this at top cruising speed? We could do a practice session in orbit sometime. If something goes wrong, we’re a long way from any help …”

“She’ll be all right, Aya. I’ll keep her hooked to me, anyway.”

“You’re the boss.” Aya shrugged then walked toward Juliet, holding a surprisingly compact, rectangular helmet with only a small viewport about the size of the palm of her hand.

“Not great visibility,” Juliet noted, taking the helmet and looking inside. It had comfortable-looking padding and a hardline data cable that she supposed was meant to plug into her data port.

“Oh, the visibility is great,” Aya replied, reaching out to touch a ring of tiny cameras that encircled the helmet’s crown. “Your AUI will show you everything you want to see as long as you’re not running some ancient hardware, and I know you aren’t.”

“Oh, sweet,” Juliet said, nodding. She hadn’t realized those little black circles were all cameras. It looked like she’d have a full three-sixty view of her surroundings as long as Angel managed the feed and displayed it properly in her AUI. As Aya had surmised, she had little doubt Angel could handle it.

She tried the helmet on and found it was tight but roomy and cushioned enough to feel comfortable, even over her hair.

“Try this,” Aya said, handing her a heavy, synthetic, almost plastic-feeling overall, complete with attached rubbery gloves and boots. “It’s a medium. You’ll need to remove your boots, but do it one at a time; the suit’s equipped with magnet locks.”

Juliet set the helmet on the deck, smiling as her guess was correct: it clung to the metal via a lightly magnetized square on the back. Then she sat down and, one by one, removed her boots, leaving them stuck to the decking. She inserted her feet into the rolled-down EVA suit so only her feet and ankles were inside. Aya had been right; the magnets on the built-in boots held her in place just fine.

She was wearing a pale blue ship jumper and felt perfectly comfortable as she pulled the EVA suit up over her legs, then her waist. She shrugged her arms into the sleeves and stood still while Aya sealed the front for her. “Good,” Aya said, reaching down to lift her helmet and place it on her head. But first, without even asking, she peeled back Juliet’s synth-skin patch and plugged the cable into her data port. She helped Juliet to seal it to the suit’s collar, then added, “You’ll suffocate in about seven minutes if we don’t put on the breather pack.”

“Well, put it on, please!” Juliet laughed, her voice amplified by a little speaker at the base of her helmet. As soon as Aya had plugged the helmet into her data port, Angel had updated her AUI to provide a panoramic vidscreen feed that filled her vision; as far as she could see, she wasn’t wearing a helmet at all.

Aya didn’t move to hook up her oxygen; Bennet was the one who walked over with a big gray plastic pack. He walked around behind Juliet. “Hold still.” She felt him pressing the pack against her back and heard a couple of clicks, then her AUI populated with a status bar for the breather pack that read: Oxygen 99%, Estimated Empty: 4:45:18, Battery: 99.9%. “Have your PAI set it to recharge while you’re in the ship; it can keep your oxygen topped off until you go outside.”

“Adjusting the settings now,” Angel said.

“How’s it feel?” Aya asked, moving to stand in front of Juliet. “Can you see in every direction? Does the air feel all right? Can you move around? Try walking and jumping a little—you might as well practice with the maneuvering jets.”

“I can help you with those. Any PAI would, but we’ll be the best.” Juliet laughed at Angel’s confidence, then took a few steps around the cargo bay. It felt fine; the magnetic boots were even more sensitive than the soles she’d added to her work boots, and the suit was only a little baggy; she could flex her arms, legs, and torso easily.

“Feels great!” she announced from the center of the hold, giving Aya a thumbs-up.

“Well? Jump into the air. Let’s see you maneuver around a bit.” Aya’s voice held skeptical amusement, and Bennet stood with his arms folded, watching. Was this Aya’s way of trying to get Juliet to back out of the EVA?

“Are you ready, Angel? I mean, is there something I’m supposed to do while we maneuver?” Juliet gestured with an open palm to Bennet and Aya and added, “Gimme a sec. Talking to my PAI.” Aya smirked and nodded, and Juliet could almost read her mind without trying—she was thinking that it was a little late to be going over these things with her PAI.

“I’m far more intuitive and clever than most PAIs, Juliet, so I’ll probably be able to help you regardless of your behavior, but there are a few things you should keep in mind. Firstly, I’ll watch for you to indicate where you want to go through standard EVA protocols. These are fairly easy. One, keep your eyes focused on where you want to move. Two, use your left arm to indicate where you want to go. Gently and deliberately point it in the direction you wish to move, and avoid extraneous movements with that arm. If you desire to stop, hold your palm up as you would indicate to someone else that you want them to stop.”

“Sounds easy enough. Anything else?”

“While EVAing and not anchored via your boots, you should always maintain a neutral body position. In a zero-gravity environment, this will help to avoid unintentionally drifting off in a particular direction. I will recognize your neutral position and interpret any deviations from it as commands to help you move.

“You should keep your core muscles engaged. This will help you maintain stability while maneuvering in the EVA suit. Finally, even when you don’t want me to use the maneuvering jets, you should always use deliberate movements. In a zero-gravity environment, sudden movements can make maintaining control of the EVA suit challenging.”

Juliet frowned in concentration, trying to visualize what Angel was describing, then she nodded and said, “Ready.”

“Decoupling your magnetic boots. Remember: slow, deliberate movements.”

Before Juliet could respond, she felt the clicks in her feet as the magnets let loose, and then, despite her efforts to hold still, she began to drift into the air of the cargo hold. As her body began to tilt to the side and she felt her feet coming up, gentle hisses sounded from inside her suit, and suddenly, she was upright again, still facing Bennet and Aya. She grinned and asked, “Do the jets take much power?”

“They use your air supply and a little bit of battery. In here, we can maneuver until the battery wears out thanks to the atmospheric systems. It would take hours to deplete them, but if you maneuvered constantly in space, your air supply would last about one-fourth as long.”

“Do something!” Bennet called, laughing. Juliet gently breathed and focused on holding her core tight, then she lifted her left arm and pointed toward Bennet and Aya, also focusing her gaze that way. Sure enough, Angel responded, tiny jets firing from her air pack, scooting her in a straight line toward the two. She was still only about a foot off the ground, and as she slid up to the pair, some forward-facing jets sprouting from the sides of the pack fired, and she glided to a halt.

“Not bad,” Aya said, nodding. Then she picked up another EVA helmet from the crate and tossed it toward the ceiling. “Can you retrieve that?”

Juliet turned toward the gently spinning, floating helmet as it arced through the air on a trajectory that would take it into the far corner of the cavernous bay. She lifted her left arm to point at the helmet, kept it focused on her vision, and suddenly, she was flying toward it. When she started drifting sideways, Angel said, “Hold still. Keep your core tight. Try to imagine you’re swimming. Don’t let the fact that you’re floating fourteen meters above a hard plasteel floor dismay you.”

“Thanks,” Juliet quipped, though she tried to ignore her surroundings and just focus on the helmet. She held her abs tight, even squeezing her glutes and thighs, hoping to keep her legs from splaying out.

“Much better,” Angel said, and then, in just a few seconds, Juliet was within reach of the helmet. She snatched it up with her right hand, forcing Angel to fire more jets to stabilize her. With a whoop, Juliet turned her head toward her crewmates, and Angel fired the correct jets to turn her body with her gaze. Twenty seconds later, she was gliding to a stop in front of them.

“This is fun!” she exclaimed, face red with excitement. “We should make a game. Surely you guys have games to play in zero-G?”

“Oh, now she wants to play games.” Bennet chuckled, nudging Aya’s shoulder with his elbow.

“You did well enough,” Aya conceded. “We do have some fun games, but it’s more fun if we get everyone in on them. Let’s schedule something for after dinner. What do you say, Bennet? Sharks and minnows?”

“Hell yes. Maybe tomorrow, though. For now, let’s do this hull maintenance.”

“I’m ready,” Juliet declared. “Point me toward the hull plates, and I’ll start stacking them while you two get your suits on.”

“The green crates by the wall behind me. Just get out ten plates; Aya and I will get the tools.”

“Roger,” Juliet replied, gesturing toward the crates while Angel maneuvered her that way.

“You could walk, show-off!” Aya said, but Juliet heard the laughter in her voice, so she ignored her, madly grinning as she flew through the hold.
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EMERGENCY

Juliet was reclining in her acceleration couch, getting ready for some shut-eye, when the lights turned red, and staccato clangs rang and vibrated through the plasteel wall beside her. It was sudden, and though she thought she heard dozens of concussions, it was over so quickly that her brain had trouble processing what was happening. Luckily, Angel didn’t suffer from the same confusion.

“Something impacted the ship! Get ready for emergency damage protocols!”

As Juliet caught up with reality and began to clamber out of her bunk, Alice’s voice came through comms. “We just crossed paths with a micrometeor cluster. I’m not seeing anything alarming on system checks, but they impacted the hull near the H-3 coolant system. I’d feel better if we got eyes on it before we flip and start our deceleration burn tonight.”

“I could send a drone,” Aya said, her name lighting up on Juliet’s AUI.

“Nah, I wanna get one last EVA in. I’ll check it out,” Bennet’s voice replied through comms.

Juliet smiled and shifted to lie back down into her acceleration couch. “Sounds like they don’t need me,” she said, groaning softly as the gel moved to enfold her limbs again. She was sore and tired but feeling very good about the work they’d done earlier that day. Bennet had wanted to separate part of the engineering compartment from the reactor and drive access hatches, insisting most of the space in there was wasted. With that in mind, he’d enlisted Juliet to build a proper tool room. They’d worked all day, welding in plasteel panels and making a door to separate his new space. “That welding I did today was damn good, wasn’t it, Angel? Even Aya was impressed.”

“I thought it looked excellent. I’d struggle to replicate your work. I’ve read that welding plasteel is tricky.”

“It’s hard to get a smooth weld, that’s for sure, but if you have the right flux and a good tip, it’s not that bad. God! I’m so ready to have gravity back. I mean, it was fun at first, especially when we had time to practice in the cargo bay, but everything is a pain without gravity. We’ll be able to get the weights out again, and won’t it be nice not to have to use pouches for all our food?”

“I imagine so. However, I didn’t have any of those problems.”

Juliet chuckled. “All right, let me amend my question: won’t it be nice not to listen to my complaints?”

“Yes!”

Juliet smiled and closed her eyes, meaning to let exhaustion pull her thoughts away from reality. On top of the work she’d done with Bennet, they’d also lifted weights, and after dinner, she’d spent an hour with Dr. Ming, talking about Murphy’s betrayal and Juliet’s desire to please someone she viewed as something of a parental figure. Juliet had argued at first, saying the idea was absurd, but the more she spoke with Ming, the more she began to realize he was right; Juliet’s own mother had hardly had anything to do with her for years.

Her last really happy memory of her mother that didn’t involve one of her mom’s dates or her sister’s accomplishments was a fleeting, almost dreamlike recollection of a day spent gathering colorful rocks in the foothills of Mount Lemon when she was thirteen. She’d tried to remember what brought the trip on, why they’d gone up there, but she couldn’t. It was just a random, happy memory that seemed to precede years of unpleasant ones.

Juliet frowned, wanting to sleep rather than think about her counseling session. She supposed Dr. Ming would be happy, though—she was meant to spend the next few days “processing” their discussions. She closed her eyes and tried to remember that trip, that hike, looking for stones with chips of green and blue turquoise in them. What had her mom wanted them for? Was it something to do with her grandma? Wasn’t she—

Oh shit!

The thought intruding into her mind was so loud and sharp that it sounded like Bennet was yelling right next to her. Juliet’s eyes shot open, and she pulled herself out of the couch again. She had a horrible feeling in her stomach and an impression of Bennet flailing through space. Had she seen something as well as heard it? Things were blurry and confusing in her mind because she’d been close to falling asleep, but … Juliet jammed her feet into her boots and, still wearing her tank top and some athletic shorts she’d taken to sleeping in, she charged out of her room and toward the lift.

Juliet selected Bennet’s icon on her AUI, asking, “Is everything all right out there, Bennet?”

“I’m not getting Bennet on comms,” Alice replied in the ship channel, then added, “I think we’re still in the tail of that micrometeor swarm; sensors are messed up. Radiation is a bit high. Bennet?”

Shiro spoke up, “I’m checking.”

Juliet was riding down the lift by then, and the panic in her gut hadn’t faded. She still felt connected to Bennet, as though she could sense him, but it seemed like he was growing more distant. When she charged, click-clacking with her magnetic boots toward the cargo bay, she saw Shiro putting his hand on the biometric lock. “Close it after me!” Juliet yelled, racing for the door. Shiro glanced up at her as she ran through, beelining for one of the welding rigs. “Close it and have Alice open the cargo bay! Hurry!”

“Lucky, what’s going on?” Shiro asked in comms.

Juliet ran toward one of the scraped-up orange plasteel exoskeletons, choosing the one she’d practiced with earlier; the hatch was still up and open. She was clambering into the rig, pulling the canopy closed with a thunk and flicking on the power switches, causing the air to cycle and hiss, when she replied, “I think Bennet got knocked off. I’m going for him. Open the bay doors; I’m taking an exoskeleton—no time to get a suit on and go through the airlock.”

Juliet watched all the LEDs light up green, then subvocalized, “Angel, you’re going to have to help me fly this thing—I think it’s going to be a lot different than cruising around in the cargo hold.” She’d spent part of the previous day doing just that, learning to maneuver the rig with its bigger, more powerful version of the air jets on the EVA suits.

“Lucky, wait!” Shiro called, clearly not instantly onboard with her plan.

“Yeah! Wait!” Aya chimed in. “I’m on my way from engineering.”

“Bennet is going to die if I don’t get out there. Alice, please open the bay doors.” Juliet flipped off the magnetic locks on the rig’s feet, then she was floating into the air. She maneuvered toward the still-closed bay doors, firing the jets, taking note of all the green indicators for battery levels, oxygen levels, and cabin pressurization, trusting Angel to step in if she went too fast and was about to crash.

“She’s right,” Alice said on comms, and then red lights began to flash in the cargo bay. A klaxon sounded, and she knew Alice had locked the interior door and was cycling the big bay doors. “I just got a ping from Bennet’s PAI. It was brief, but he was a hundred meters off port. He’ll be gone in seconds. Hurry!”

Alice didn’t need to tell Juliet; she could still feel Bennet and the terrible urgency in her gut as she steered the exoskeleton through the surge of hissing air ripping out of the bay into space. She would have worried about the weights and rack flying out, but she, Bennet, and Aya had secured them before the ship dropped out of acceleration. She wasn’t an expert on space physics, but she imagined objects turning into bullets as they shot into space. Looking back through her rearview camera feed, expecting to see just that—bits of debris rocketing after her—she was surprised and pleased to see the few loose things in the hold, including the lid to the crate with the EVA suits, drifting very gently near where they’d been prior to the door opening.

“I can feel him,” she subvocalized. “Help me pilot this thing in the direction I’m pointing.” Juliet’s left hand was in the waldo glove, and she manipulated it to push the rig’s grasping arm out and to her left. She felt the maneuvering jets fire to move her in that direction, and a sobering thought hit her as she began to fly to where she could feel Bennet. She was in space, already dozens of meters from the Kaminari Kowashi, and she didn’t have a tether. If something went wrong with the rig, it wouldn’t just be Bennet dying in the black emptiness.

“Lucky, there’s high radiation out there. Try to hurry,” Alice said, though her voice was crackly and unclear.

“Like I’m not going to hurry,” Juliet muttered.

“Plug in your hard line,” Angel said suddenly. “My wireless connection to the rig isn’t clean. Hurry! I need zero latency to make this work.” Juliet quickly yanked her cable out of her arm and jammed it into the data port on the rig’s console. “Better!” Angel said, her voice less panicked.

Juliet closed her eyes, trying to picture Bennet, and the feeling she had intensified. She could sense him closer now, so she pointed the rig in the right direction, and Angel fired the maneuvering jets at full blast, taking her toward him. She nervously watched the percentage of air in the rig’s tank tick down, but it was still reading eighty-two percent when she laid eyes on Bennet, flipping head over heels, his tether line wrapped around him like a giant, loose spool of thread.

“Get us close,” she breathed, opening the plasteel, articulated claw on the end of the arm she was pointing toward Bennet. She heard the jets firing like mad all around the rig as Angel worked to slow her down and match Bennet’s speed and trajectory. Another glance at the air percentage showed her she was down to sixty-four percent when she finally drew close enough to reach for Bennet. Ever so gently, with the touch of a true expert with thousands of hours in a very similar rig, she wrapped the claw around Bennet’s ankle.

As soon as she grasped him, the maneuvering jets fired again, and Angel said, “Making a direct run at the cargo bay door. I think we’ll make it.”

“Lucky? Bennet?” Alice’s voice crackled through the comms.

“I’ve got him. Coming back. He’s out, unresponsive.” Juliet could see through the rig’s display screen that Bennet’s eyes were closed, and his face was ashen. The queasy, stomach-flipping urgency and need to act were gone, though, and Juliet wondered just what the hell had happened. Had she made some kind of psionic connection to Bennet in his panic? Had she subconsciously reached out to him when she’d heard his outburst and felt his dismay?

She flipped the vid display to show her the ship, and Juliet caught her breath at the sight. They were deep in the black of space, but something was shimmering and sparkling around the Kowashi like it was cutting through some kind of atmosphere. A reddish-orange halo was streaming around the squarish front of the ship, flowing along the sides to sparkle away behind it, dissipating into the black.

Juliet looked at the air level and saw it was in the forties, but also that they were rapidly approaching the still-open bay door. She was going to make it. “Great job, Angel,” she whispered, then, as she cleared the opening, she said aloud into the comms, “Close it. We’re in.” The red lights still flashed, but Juliet saw the doors moving together. As soon as they touched, Alice began to pressurize the hold, great gouts of white air blasting out of the vents.

After she’d locked the rig’s magnetic feet to the deck, Juliet carefully brought Bennet down next to the rig’s sturdy orange leg. The red lights continued to flash, the air continued to hiss, and then she began to hear the klaxon again as the atmosphere was recharged. “Did you copy my message?” she asked into the comms again. “I’ve got Bennet, but he’s unresponsive.”

“Copy,” Alice replied. “Can’t open the doors for another two minutes—equalizing the pressure. I’m getting Bennet’s readings now that you got him on the ship, and he’s alive. His pulse is steady. Good work, Lucky.”

“We’re flying through something,” Juliet added into the crew comms. “The nose of the ship was covered in a red halo. Sparks were flowing over the sides.”

“Yeah. It’s the tail of the micrometeor swarm, I guess. I thought we were through it after the impacts, but it was like the eye of a storm. This dust is radioactive, and something bigger must have hit Bennet. Do you see any injuries?”

“I’m bringing the trauma kit!” Aya piped in, her voice high with strain and worry.

“Sec,” Juliet said, then she carefully manipulated the rig’s grasping claw to begin unraveling the tether from Bennet. She might be unable to get out of the rig for a couple of minutes, but that wouldn’t stop her. She carefully walked around his prone form, pulling away the tether layer by layer, and she sucked on her teeth once she saw how Bennet had been knocked off the ship. “Shit,” she cursed into the comms. “His left leg’s mangled below the knee. The suit closed itself off, though, filled with foam and clamped down on his leg to stop the bleeding.”

“Damn,” Shiro said.

“At least the suit worked how it’s supposed to,” Alice added. “Forty seconds.”

“What about his tether, though?” Aya asked, and Juliet, not having anything to do while she waited for the air to cycle, traced the tether she’d unraveled, now floating toward the center of the cargo bay, and saw that one end of it was blackened and frayed.

She replied, “Whatever hit his leg hit the tether. I guess it probably hit the ship, too. Any alarms, Alice?”

“Yes. We’re losing coolant for the H-3 reactor.”

“Goddammit,” Shiro hissed. “How long ’til we’re out of this dust? Lucky’s going to need to decontaminate as it is.”

“Maybe not,” Juliet said. “I feel fine, and there aren’t any alarms going off in the rig. It’s got radiation sensors, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Alice’s voice was quiet, as though she were talking while her mind was elsewhere. Then she spoke again. “The dust out there—it’s electromagnetically charged. No wonder it messed up the sensors and comms. I don’t think there’s any harmful radiation associated with it; I’m not reading anything much above baseline in the cargo hold.” The red lights stopped flashing, and Alice added, “Doors unlocking; pressure equalized.”

Juliet popped the canopy on the rig and started climbing out, hearing the door hissing open behind her. She had barely clambered down and stepped toward Bennet when Aya and Shiro bounded onto the scene. Aya reached for Bennet’s helmet, but Shiro grabbed her hand. “Whoa! Not yet. Let’s get him to the infirmary—let the suit’s pressure keep his bleeding down.”

“Right!” Aya said, lifting Bennet’s weightless top half while Shiro grabbed on to his foot. “We should get the drive going, too. Gravity is better for healing.”

“First, we need to see about that coolant leak …”

“I can do it,” Juliet offered, hurrying over to the crate of EVA suits. “I probably just need to patch a line and the hull, right? Easy.”

“That’s what Bennet thought—” Shiro started.

“She has to go,” Alice cut in. “If she doesn’t stop that leak in twenty minutes, we’ll have to jettison the core, and we’ll be dead in space, cruising at this speed forever until someone brings us a new one or we crash into something.”

“Shit. Help her, Aya. I got Bennet.” Shiro grabbed a hold of Bennet’s belt, then, with the unconscious engineer floating beside him, started click-clacking toward the inner bay door. Juliet didn’t stand around waiting to see what Aya would do; she was already pulling on her EVA suit.

“I’ll need an angle grinder, some extra hull plates, some coolant tubing, and the spot welder with a cutting tip, a welding tip, and plasteel flux,” Juliet said. “Can you get it together for me?”

Aya paused, having reached into the crate for an EVA helmet, before she set it down and hurried over to a set of cabinets by the airlock. “You head out to the breach, and I’ll go down to engineering so I can shut off the correct line when you identify it. We can keep the reactor stable with partial cooling until you patch it. I hope.”

Juliet felt a lot better now that Bennet was inside the ship and they knew the radiation in the dust wasn’t harmful. Her sense of urgency remained, but the panic was gone. She clicked her helmet into place, waited for Angel to set up the camera feeds on her AUI, then hurried over to the airlock where Aya was loading up a satchel. She slung the bag, weightless despite its cargo, onto her shoulder, then, with a thumbs-up to Aya, she stepped into the airlock. Juliet let Angel provide the access code, flipped up the safety cover, and punched the cycle button.

While the air hissed and the red light flashed, Juliet waited, trying to plan her route to the affected area, looking at a wire-frame, three-dimensional model Angel displayed for her. She had to go left out of the airlock, then over the hull to what was currently the top of the ship. “Should I just use the jets?”

“That’s very risky, and you have plenty of time to traverse the hull—it should only take you three minutes to reach the area where the leak is.”

“Right.” Juliet nodded, tapping the gloved fingers of her cybernetic arm against her thigh, impatiently waiting.

As the red light turned green and the outer door clicked open, Alice said, in a private channel with Juliet, “Lucky, how the hell did you find Bennet out there?”

Once again, Juliet stepped outside the ship in the enormous black expanse of space and started clicking her way over the hull, leaving her tether spooled up inside the air pack on her back. “How do you think I earned this handle, Alice? I got a feeling, and I went with my gut. Once I was away from the ship, my PAI scanned my optical feed for signs of Bennet, and in a stroke of luck, I’d gone in roughly the right direction.” She figured some truth mixed with some bullshit would put Alice’s queries to rest.

“I read you fine. I think the dust is clearing.”

“Yeah, I don’t see the halo at the front of the ship anymore.” Juliet glanced to her left just as she rounded the corner of the ship and stepped onto the “top.” It was very dark out there, a few lights along the hull, primarily red and amber, all her retinal implants had to work with. Still, it was enough; Angel or the software built into the implants took that dim light and somehow made the metallic terrain bright and clear.

She scanned the hull to her right, toward the drive cones, and saw the stream of coolant spraying into the void, breaking apart into big bubbles of blue-gray liquid that floated away into eternity. Juliet started toward it. “I’m twenty meters from the leak.” She studied the hull while Angel highlighted the damage. “Are you guys seeing this? I see a four-meter scrape, about half a meter in width. It’s deep near the impact mark where the leak is coming from, but I only see about an eight-by-forty-centimeter breach.”

Angel also highlighted a spatter of red on the hull plating, and Juliet knew that was where Bennet had been injured. She didn’t think that needed mentioning, though, and when she finally clicked her boots onto the hull next to the damage, she knelt beside it without a word. She pulled the portable torch out of her satchel, checked to ensure the cutting tip was installed, then dialed the mixture up. She sparked it to life, trusting Angel to protect her retinal implants.

With the precision only a great deal of practice could provide, Juliet carved away a square section of the hull plating around the leak. When it came free, she sent it spinning into the void, then reached into the hole, pushing aside cables and tubes until she found the leaking coolant pipe. She wiped away decades of dust and grime until she could read the number printed in bright orange all along the line. “It’s line C12. Shut it down, please.”

“On it,” Aya replied. Ten seconds later, the spray of coolant petered out, and Aya said, “It’s off. Reactor temp is rising, but we should be good for a few.”

“I’m hurrying.” Juliet tucked her welder into her pouch, pulled out the angle grinder, and with its diamatex blade, she snipped through the crimped, torn coolant pipe on both sides of the damage. “Damaged section is out; now I’m going to weld in the patch.” Juliet did just that, swapping in a welding tip on the torch and dialing down the temp to work with the pipe’s thin, light plasteel alloy.

Two minutes later, sweat beading on her forehead, Juliet pointed a nozzle on her suit’s wrist at the welded pipe and jetted out some of her precious air, rapidly cooling the red-hot welds. “Turn it back on. Let me check for leaks.”

“Already?” Shiro asked, cutting in.

“Yeah.”

“Line C12 is back on. Any leaks?” Aya asked.

Juliet studied her work for a few seconds, knowing full well that Angel would have instantly spotted a leak. Still, she waited for a count of thirty, then said, “Looks good. Patching the hull now.”

“Damn good work,” Alice praised, relief heavy in her voice. “You’ve definitely earned your pay today, Lucky. I’m heading to sickbay; Shiro says Bennet’s conscious but surly. Can you come by too? We should debrief.”

“Right. Gimme twenty to finish up out here, then I’ll head down.” Juliet pulled a plasteel hull plate out of her satchel and held it over the hole she’d cut, ensuring it would cover it up.

Almost on autopilot, she tacked it down and started laying a smooth weld around it while her mind buzzed with everything that had happened. She’d flown outside the ship on a welding rig, rescued a friend, and now, she was clinging to that same ship with a couple of magnets doing some space welding. Half an hour ago, she’d been lying in bed getting ready to sleep.

“Life’s crazy on a ship, Angel.” Juliet smiled. It was true, life was crazy, but she wouldn’t have it any other way, not as long as she could keep rising to the occasion.
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SHIP LIFE

Whoa,” Juliet said as she stepped into the Kowashi’s little infirmary. “You guys have an autosurgeon?” She’d only peered into the room through the rectangular window in the door when Bennet had first given her a tour of the ship. It was a small space, usually dimly lit by a single LED when not in use, and she hadn’t noticed the surgical table with the rather ancient-looking, stainless steel autosurgeon hunkering next to it.

“Yeah. An old one my father salvaged from a Kroger navy wreck on Mars.” Shiro was standing at the autosurgeon’s control panel, fussing with the settings while Alice and Aya stood to the sides, watching and speaking softly to Bennet, who was reclining on the bed.

“Is that my hero?” Bennet asked, his words slurred from whatever pain management they’d injected into him.

“Come over here, Lucky,” Aya said, glancing over her shoulder to offer Juliet a friendly smile.

Juliet continued into the infirmary, though it was crowded with everyone inside. Bennet’s bed and the autosurgeon took up half the space, but there was room for Juliet to stand between Aya and Alice. Bennet’s mangled knee and lower leg were exposed on some sterile blue paperweave sheets, and she pointedly avoided looking at it as she offered him her brightest smile. “Hey, nice going jumping off the ship like that. Didn’t they explain the dangers of flying through space when you went through training?”

“Training? What’s that?” Bennet slurred then laughed, holding up his hand as though he wanted Juliet to take it. Aya shifted a little further to the side, and Juliet leaned closer to grasp his meaty palm with her flesh-and-blood hand. “I owe you my life, Lucky. I take my debts seriously,” he said, suddenly very sober, very severe.

“Well,” Juliet thought about joking and brushing off the words, but she saw Bennet wanted her to be serious, so she said, “I’m happy to have a guy like you in my debt. Here’s hoping you never have to pay me back.” She winked, then let go of his hand as Shiro cursed under his breath.

“This damn thing …”

“Want me to have a crack at it? My PAI is pretty smart, and I’ve had her hooked up to a few autosurgeons.”

“God, yes. By all means,” Shiro replied, stepping away from the terminal. Juliet moved into his vacated position and pulled out her data cable, hooking it into the control pad.

“This autosurgeon doesn’t have all of the functionality of the ones in Dr. Ladia’s clinic, or even Dr. Murphy’s. Many of the injectables are missing, but there are nerve blockers, and I see programs for setting fractures and mending flesh. I’m scanning the leg now.” Juliet had avoided looking at Bennet’s leg, but as one of the stainless arms with a wide, opaque lens moved over it, slowly mapping his injuries, she glanced at it and blanched.

The crew had put a tourniquet around his thigh above the knee. Below that, it was a mass of purple, distended flesh with several fragments of bone protruding. “Jeez, Bennet. What the hell did you do to yourself, huh?” She squeezed his shoulder. “My PAI is scanning it. I think we’ll have a nerve blocker in place in a minute, so that’ll be nice, won’t it?”

“Well, they shot me up with something. I’m honestly not hurting too bad.”

“Wait till this chrome spider starts pushing your bones around,” Aya said. She hurriedly grabbed Bennet’s wrist, her eyes wide with guilt. “I’m sorry!”

“Nah, it’s fine.”

“Juliet,” Angel said. “I’ve categorized all the damage and created a treatment plan, but we’re missing synthetic nerve material. If we don’t have that, Bennet will likely have a severe loss of function in his foot.”

“Um, the autosurgeon doesn’t have any synthetic nerve material. Do you guys have a supply?”

“Oh shit.” Shiro moved over to a cabinet on the far side of the room. “I haven’t reloaded that thing in a while, but yeah, we have some supplies in here.”

“Perfect,” Juliet said, watching as Shiro hurried over with a plastic cartridge that looked a lot like a can of soda. He moved to the back of the autosurgeon, popped open a chrome panel cover, and fiddled with something inside for a few seconds. With a grunt, he pulled out an old cartridge then shoved in the new one. A few clicks sounded as he reset whatever he’d done and gave Juliet a thumbs-up.

“How’s that, Angel?” she subvocalized.

“I’m reading synthetic nerve supplies at fifty percent! I can begin the repair. Please ask the crew to stand back.”

“Okay, we’re going to fire this thing up. Stand back.”

“Ask Shiro if there are any cold gel casts on board. It would make Bennet’s recovery more comfortable and swift.” As Angel spoke, the autosurgeon began to whir, performing a series of rapid injections in Bennet’s thigh. “Also, tell Bennet that his pain should be gone for now.”

Juliet spent the next twenty minutes passing on Angel’s questions and instructions and trying to avoid watching as the autosurgeon performed several rapid surgical procedures on Bennet’s leg. While it worked, plenty of small talk ensued, and Bennet made a comment that startled Juliet.

“I guess I got pretty lucky, really.”

“Lucky? Really?”

“Well, in a lot of ways, yeah. Whatever hit the ship didn’t actually hit my leg; it shredded my tether, which caught my leg as it whipped away from the ship. The line is what messed me up. I think if the debris or meteorite or whatever had hit me directly, I’d be dead. That’s lucky break number one. Then we need to consider you managed to snatch me up before I drifted too far …”

“Yeah. You really lived up to your name today, Lucky,” Alice said from where she leaned against the wall near the foot of Bennet’s bed.

“I already told you—I have this handle for a reason. I get a feeling and go with it; I tend to have good results.” Juliet shrugged.

“More than luck out there,” Aya piped up. “You handled that repair faster than I could have. You handled that rig better than I could have. I know you’ve got experience in them back on Earth, but that’s a lot different from flying out of a ship like that. You’re one talented chick.” Aya walked away from the bed, giving Juliet a friendly punch on the shoulder as she passed. “I’m going down to run diagnostics on the drive and reactor before we flip and burn.”

As the door hissed and clicked shut behind her, Shiro spoke, “Not easy to get Aya’s respect. For what it’s worth, you’ve got mine, too. You and Alice should hit your racks. We’re scheduled to start decelerating in just over four hours. I mean, the autosurgeon’s got its program, right? Do you need to stay connected?”

“You do not,” Angel supplied.

“No, I’m good to unplug.” Juliet reached for her cable and gently pulled it from the autosurgeon’s panel.

“Yeah, I wanna be up for the flip. I’m getting to bed. Feel better, Bennet.” Alice squeezed Bennet’s uninjured foot, careful to avoid the autosurgeon arms, then walked to the door. “I just have one question, Lucky.” She glanced over her shoulder and met Juliet’s eyes. “How’d you know something was up with Bennet? You were the first to ask after him in comms.”

With the conviction of truth behind her words, Juliet shrugged and simply answered, “I had a feeling, Alice. I don’t know how else to explain it.”

“I’ll take it. Those feelings work for the job we hired you for? Security?”

“Sure. Sometimes.”

“I hope so, because we really need this job to go well.”

“Alice,” Bennet croaked from beneath the autosurgeon’s arms. “Lay off her, will you?”

“Right. I’m not trying to be a bitch. Good work today.” With that, she stepped out, and the door closed behind her.

“Go on, Lucky. Get some sleep. You’re bound to wake up when the drives kick back on,” Shiro said, gesturing toward the door.

“Thanks again,” Bennet muttered, clearly very near to falling asleep.

“You’re welcome. See you guys tomorrow.”

Juliet started for the door and was just reaching for the activation panel when Shiro cleared his throat, and in his gruff, sometimes halting speech, he said, “Tomorrow, I cook. I’ll break out a bottle of good whiskey, and we’ll celebrate. Glad you aren’t dead, buddy.”

Juliet smiled and opened the door, then, magnetic soles clicking and clacking, made her way to her room. She’d been tired before, but now, she felt wired, energized by her activities.

“I hope I can sleep,” she muttered, pulling herself back into her bunk, letting the gel fold around her. She needn’t have worried; no more than ten seconds passed between her closing her eyes, Angel starting up her “sleep soundtrack,” and her falling into a deep, restful sleep.

If Alice turned on an alarm or gave a ship-wide warning about the drives turning on to begin their deceleration burn, Angel kept it from Juliet. When she awoke, she could feel the presence of gravity in her gut and against the muscles on her face when she smiled. She laboriously climbed out of her acceleration couch. “Gravity!”

“Yes, we’ve been under one-point-two Gs for three hours now. Alice’s flight path includes a faster deceleration than acceleration.”

“Yeah, Bennet told me that. He was amped about it—said it was good for his muscles to work under the strain.”

“You, too, will make some gains in the next few days, especially when combined with your exercise in the first week of this journey.”

“Yes, Angel.” Juliet chuckled, gathering her toiletries; she badly wanted a shower, something she’d been deprived of for the two days under zero-G.

“You have a message from Bennet. He marked it as nonurgent, so I let you sleep.”

“Let’s hear it,” Juliet said, walking out of her room and toward the showers.

An audio file of Bennet’s voice began to play. “Yo, Lucky. I’m going to need your help in engineering today. If you can help me with a little maintenance down here, I’ll spot you while you get a pump on.”

“Seriously?” Juliet laughed. “What time did he send that?”

“He sent it at 0600 ship time.”

“So, he slept for, what, five hours? I guess that’s assuming he went to sleep right after his surgery.” Juliet stepped into the shower room, once again the only occupant, and began to undress. “Reply with the following: Bennet, I’ll be down to engineering by 0900. I need protein for the kind of day I’m imagining, so I’m going to grab a bite.”

Fifteen minutes later, Juliet was in the mess, mixing a cashew protein culture with some of Bennet’s mystery “supplement” powder that he kept in a clear plastic jar in the fridge. She sampled the mix and found it sour and unpleasant, so she dug around in the refrigerator until she found someone’s jar of strawberry-flavored jam. She mixed in a tablespoon to her bowl and, finding that a much better flavor, sat down to eat the creamy mixture.

Juliet was halfway through her little meal when the coffee machine chimed. She got up to fill a mug when footsteps announced someone’s presence, and then Aya said, “Up and at ’em?”

“Yep! How are you doing? Everything holding together?”

“I’m good, but I haven’t slept yet. I was too wound up from the excitement, and by the time my eyes started to get heavy, Alice was starting the deceleration burn, and, of course, my brain wouldn’t shut down, so I got up and went to monitor the drive during the ignition. I mean, it wasn’t necessary, but I felt better.”

“Well, damn, Aya. You need to sleep too. Why not head to your bunk?”

“I’m going to. Bennet said you’d help him out today.”

“Yep! I’m on my way to engineering as soon as I wash this bowl. I’ll bring my coffee along; isn’t gravity nice?” Juliet lifted her mug and smiled, her mood exceptionally good. If she paused to consider why she was so upbeat, she supposed it might have to do with a couple of factors: she’d gotten a great night of sleep, and she’d managed to use the psionic lattice for something truly good. She’d saved a crew member, and no matter the evils Gordon, Vance, and the rest of Grave might have visited upon her, they’d given her that; Bennet was alive because of the thing they’d shoved into her head.

“Oh yeah! I’m looking forward to a shower, and then it’s bunk time for me. I was tempted to drink some coffee, but I guess that would be dumb. I’ll see you in six hours or so.” Aya waved briefly, turning and walking out of the mess. Juliet leaned back against the counter, sipped her coffee, and then, still smiling, turned to wash her bowl.

She walked through the ship to the engineering room, a low-ceilinged space shaped like an H with lots of panels, valves, and storage compartments. More importantly, it contained a doorway that gave access to the H-3 reactor, and a hatch that led down to the drives. Bennet sat on a magnetic shop stool with his injured leg on a workbench. The appendage was wrapped in a blue gel cast, and he was clearly distracted, his head bobbing with some music while he gestured in the air with a stylus.

“What’s up?” Juliet asked, leaning against the workbench and sipping from her coffee mug. She had to fight to keep from snorting out her coffee as his face twisted in surprise and he dropped his stylus.

“Damn it, Lucky!” he cried, laughing. “Do that again, and you’ll have to get that autodoc to defibrillate me.”

“Sorry, sorry.” Juliet held up a hand in surrender, then asked again, “What’s up?”

“Trying to work the math on a better hydrogen mix; we’re burning a bit too hot in the reactor. Alice is struggling to keep us at the right thrust, and we’re going through fuel faster than we’d like.” He picked up his stylus, then said, “I’ve almost got it, but I’m going to need you to go through the hatch to adjust the magnetic containment system. It’s pretty easy.” He saw Juliet’s frown and added, “I’ll tell you exactly what to do.”

“Oh, all right. I thought you had some actual, like, hard work for me to do.” Juliet smirked as Bennet cocked an eyebrow at her.

“You’ll have some hard work on the weights when we’re done here.”

“Are you trying to lift vicariously through me?”

“Damn right! I missed working out for two days, and now I’m laid up again. That damn autodoc beeped at me about keeping weight off this leg for a week! I told Shiro we need to pick up some nanites when we get to Titan. I mean, if we get this salvage, we should be able to stock some of the injectable kind.”

Juliet nodded. “Kidding aside, it would be smart to have some one-off healing nanites in the med bay. What if one of you got exposed to radiation or something?”

“One of us, you mean!” Bennet nodded.

“Right.” Juliet smiled; she didn’t feel like she had to explain to Bennet that she already had a nanite suite. While he continued to work his stylus around in the air, she subvocalized, “My nanites can help with radiation poisoning, right?”

“Yes. If the dose isn’t outright lethal, they can slowly remove the contamination. The management organ is shielded, but enough radiation could potentially render the nanites inert, requiring the organ to manufacture more. Such a delay could prove fatal if you suffered a bad enough exposure.”

“All right, Lucky. Put on those gloves, grab that socket wrench, and go into the reactor room. Don’t worry; we recently had the shielding upgraded. I’m sending the adjustments to your PAI.”

The following two hours were painful in a way Juliet wasn’t used to. She had to move around in the cramped, hot reactor room, going from one panel to another, opening them by removing four tiny screws. Once that was done, she had to reach in with the wrench to tighten or loosen spring-loaded adjustment bolts for the magnetic containment system on the reactor. Each adjustment was made by counting clicks on the bolts, requiring meticulous torque on the wrench. Worse, as her work progressed, Juliet had to go back and forth to bolts she’d already adjusted and change their position as Bennet monitored the energy levels in the reactor.

When Bennet finally announced that things were looking good and gave her permission to screw down all the access panels, Juliet was sweating, exhausted, and suffering from a pounding headache. When she emerged to find Bennet still sitting with his leg up, sipping from something cold enough to leave condensation on the cup, she growled at him, “No wonder you waited to do this work until you couldn’t move around in there!”

“Hey! I’ve done that job plenty of times, and yeah, it sucks, but now you can say you’ve done it, right? Experience is experience!” He had a little too much laughter in his voice for Juliet, so she stalked toward him, snatched the cup from his hand, and lifted it to her nose. She gave it a good sniff, then, finding nothing but the scent of water and cold metal, she tilted it to her lips and swallowed it down.

“Two hours in that steam box!” she grunted. She held the cup out and asked, “Where’s the cold water?”

“Mini fridge in the tool room we made.”

“You had a mini fridge onboard?”

“Yeah, in my quarters. I moved it down here ’cause I do a lot of projects, and sometimes, I don’t want to walk all the way to the mess, you know? I’ll buy another one for my room when we get to port.”

Juliet laughed. “You crack me up, Bennet.”

“Well? Ready to do some lifting? I can already see your posture is a lot better; those deadlifts are doing wonders for your glutes—”

“All right, all right.” Juliet laughed, looking around the room. “Don’t make it creepy. Where’s your crutch?”
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COMPANY

Juliet sat in one of the extra acceleration couches on the bridge as the Kowashi made its final approach to Saturn. They’d been decelerating for days, “falling” toward the planet with the drive cones pointed at their destination. Her eyes were glued to the vidscreens currently displaying the view over the ship’s drive plumes, burning at a hard two-point-four Gs on their final approach. Beyond the fiery exhaust, she could see the planet and its rings; Juliet had a hard time believing she wasn’t watching a sci-fi vid—those immense objects were actually outside the ship, and she and the others were fast approaching.

Saturn was unbelievably beautiful. The planet’s atmosphere was characterized by thick, swirling clouds, with colors ranging from soft shades of pastel yellow and beige to deeper hues of rusty red and orange. Overall, the gas giant gave Juliet the impression of a pale golden glow with an almost ethereal quality. She’d seen pictures and videos of it before, but it was so different to see it in high definition and know it was right outside the little metal box in which she and the others were hurtling through space.

More than the planet, the rings at this distance dominated the feed, and again, Juliet felt awed by them. They were beautiful, sure, but it was their size which really blew her mind; they seemed to stretch endlessly away to the black horizon, and she had to remind herself that all of Earth’s oceans and grand vistas would be just a speck in those tremendous rings.

“Something else, isn’t it?” Alice asked from her couch.

Juliet glanced over at her and said, “Yes. It’s … so much bigger than my mind could imagine. The planet, the rings, they seem to go on forever, and they still keep getting bigger as we approach!”

“Yeah. It’s hard for a human brain to wrap itself around how damn big things are out in space. You kind of have to get into it, you know? I mean, before you really start to grasp the scale. Of course, these fusion drives kind of spoil us; it feels like we went on a week-long camping trip, but we were hurtling through space fast enough to circle the Earth every thirteen seconds or so. Think about that.”

“Damn,” Juliet breathed, trying, as Alice suggested, to wrap her head around the distance. It wasn’t news to her; she knew, objectively, how far away Saturn was from Earth. Still, the idea that every ten seconds or so, they’d traveled farther than most humans living on Earth ever did in their lives was a new way to look at it.

“Dione will come into view in about fifteen minutes, and then I’m going to really push this old girl; we’re coming in kind of hot,” Alice spoke into the crew channel, not just aloud. “That said, make sure you’re deep in your couches ’cause we’re going to be touching four Gs for a minute or two.”

“Dammit, Alice,” Bennet’s voice said—he was in the single acceleration couch in a cubicle across the hall from engineering. “I don’t know if she can manage that! We talked about this. If you melt the cones, we’ll be limping to Titan for a week.”

“I thought you upgraded the nozzles, Bennet?” Shiro interjected.

“The nozzles, Cap, not the cones. I mean, yeah, it’s all a system, but we didn’t have enough money for every piece. It’s in my maintenance report.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Alice cut in. “I’m sorry, but calculations like this are damn hard with what I’m working with. Our speed fluctuated a lot more than I wanted during this trip, and unless you want to overshoot Dione, we’re braking hard, and she’s going to have to hold together.”

Juliet thought she heard Shiro muttering something in Japanese before he turned off his comms. Before she could get too nervous, though, Alice spoke again.

“All right, I’m starting the hard brake early. I recalculated our approach to try to lighten the load. Hold on—Gs climbing in five … four … three … two … one …” Suddenly, it felt like someone had grabbed hold of Juliet’s skin and was trying to pull it off her from behind.

“Oof,” she managed before the air slipped out of her, and then it was a battle of abdominal contractions to suck in quick gasps, trying to fill up her lungs again.

“I’m sorry, Juliet,” Angel said. “I should have spoken to you about breathing and proper muscle contractions during high-G scenarios.”

Juliet grunted in response, well aware from vids and fiction that she’d read that whatever she was experiencing was within human tolerance, especially in an acceleration couch. Nevertheless, she wasn’t used to it, and the pressure seemed to be mounting by the second.

Alice seemed fine, her voice coming through comms without much strain. “Not bad. Everything’s green, and we’re up to three-point-one. At this approach, we’ll need to hold this for about sixteen minutes, and then I’m going to have to push it a little harder. We’ll stay under three-point-seven, though, Bennet. Everyone’s couches working okay?”

“Aye,” Shiro grunted.

“Yep.” Aya’s voice was chipper, and Juliet would have grinned if she could control her face better, picturing the little woman in her couch.

“Good,” Bennet added.

And then it was Juliet’s turn. She sucked in a quick breath, then grunted, “Fine.”

The next nearly twenty minutes felt like an ab workout from hell, and then it got cranked up to a new level as Alice pushed the drives even harder. Juliet’s vision remained clear, but Angel informed her, at some point, that she was making adjustments to her ocular implants’ blood pressure. She also felt the gel in the couch working hard to massage her limbs and torso, helping to keep her blood moving. Minutes bled into one another, and the whole thing felt like a long, weird nightmare.

As suddenly as the high-G burn had started, it stopped, and Alice breathed into comms, her thick voice revealing her strain for the first time. “We did it. I don’t think anything burned up, but you’ll need to inspect the cones yourself, Bennet. Some readings are … bordering on red. I’m going to pull us into a tight orbit so I can keep gravity at about half a G while we scan for the wreck.”

“Uh, thanks, Alice, but I’m still in a boot cast. You want me to EVA out there?”

“I’ll send a drone, and you can study the footage,” Aya interrupted.

“Right. Thanks. Meet me at the cargo hold.”

“On my way!”

“Guys,” Alice cut in. “You might want to take a look at the vid feed. Dione’s prettier than I expected.” Juliet had been blinking her eyes and flexing her facial muscles, trying to get things to feel normal again, but at Alice’s words, she looked up at the big viewscreens at the front of the bridge. Sure enough, filling most of the view and growing larger by the second was the crystalline surface of Dione.

It was like a diamond or a ball of glittering ice floating in space, the majestic rings of Saturn providing a dark, shimmering grayscale backdrop to the image. Dione wasn’t perfectly spherical, at least it didn’t look so to Juliet, but something about how the ice had formed or the way it reflected the light from the sun or off of Saturn—again, she didn’t know—was spectacular. She could see the ridges of craters and other rough terrain, but with everything coated in that ice, the irregularities only provided more shimmering sparkles.

“Whoa,” she said, admiring the sight. The ship swung, changing its trajectory to aim for an orbital entry, and the view shifted, revealing Saturn hanging in space behind the icy moon like a great, lurking, beautiful behemoth.

“God,” she whispered, unable to think of anything more suitable.

“Yeah. Well, we’re going to be approaching this side of Dione for a while; I’ll start scans. Maybe we’ll get lucky,” Alice breathed, manually shifting the ship’s trajectory again with a yoke that jutted out of her acceleration couch between her legs. Juliet hadn’t noticed her using it earlier, but she supposed that was because they’d been moving too fast for manual controls. Was that true? She wondered if fighter or interceptor pilots used manual controls or if they just interfaced with the ship. She determined to ask Alice about it when she wasn’t so busy.

“Lucky,” Alice said, startling her out of her daydreaming. “Can you and your PAI interface with the scanners? Not the planetary dish; I’m handling that. I mean the passive antennas, radar, lidar, and optics. I want to see if any other ships are hanging around.”

“Uh, sure. Do I just plug into the console on the couch here?”

“Yeah. I’d have Shiro do it, but he’s getting the winches set up in the bay.”

“Uh, shouldn’t I do that? He’s probably better at reading this data …”

“No. He’s not.” Alice made a funny sound, half tsk and half chuckle. “Trust me. I asked for you or Aya up here for a reason.”

“Oh, all right.” Juliet grinned as she pulled out her data cable and plugged it into the console. “Can you find your way to the sensor data?” she subvocalized.

“Yes. Out of curiosity, would you ask Alice if she didn’t check the sat-net for public flight logs?”

“Okay,” Juliet said, drawing the word out, but then she passed the question along to Alice.

“Sure, I did, but nobody’s going to record a job like this. The SSFRC is a joke, especially away from Earth. I mean, yeah, if I want to dock at a regulated facility, I’ll need to record my intent and flight path, but coming out here? Anyone who gives a shit and wants to watch me is going to have a two-hour delay on their scanning, and that’s if they can find me among all this stuff.” She gestured toward the viewscreen and the current image showing Dione, Saturn, and its rings. “Space is big, the SSFRC has nearly eighteen hundred member corporations, and they’re all constantly trying to change regs, backstab, or hide from each other; everyone knows its bullshit.”

“Uh,” Juliet said sheepishly, “SSFRC?”

“Sol System Flight Regulating Commission. Anyway, are you seeing anything? Your PAI good at looking at data?”

“Yeah, she’s nuclear,” Juliet replied before she could think about her words. She smiled, though, figuring Angel would like the compliment, and it was worth it to get a funny look from Alice. “How about it, sis? Find anything?” she subvocalized.

“Still going through the data; there are a lot of signatures and readings around Saturn. Nothing close yet …”

“Still sifting through the data,” Juliet said. “I guess there are a lot of ships around Saturn, huh?”

“Yeah,” Alice replied. “Thousands at any given moment. But Saturn is big, and there’s a lot going on in these rings. It’s easy to disappear. Anyway, most traffic should be around Titan; even the harvesters like to work near there so they can off-load what they pull from the atmosphere at New Atlas.”

“That’s accurate,” Angel said. “I’m seeing most of the ship data on the sensors coming from near Titan’s orbit. Still nothing … I stand corrected. I’m currently studying the optical scans from the arrays facing Saturn, and I believe I see a ship’s shadow on a large ice formation approximately thirty-four hundred kilometers aft and toward Saturn. On review of other array footage, I believe this ship began following us on our hard-burn approach.”

“We might have company,” Juliet spoke up. “Hang on, sending the data to one of the viewscreens.” At her words, the left-most viewscreen began to play a series of short video clips on which Angel had circled, in bright yellow, an object that to Juliet looked like a pair of bright lights. It was clearly following the Kowashi, but it pulled off, and then the light disappeared as the Kowashi drew near Dione. Angel then displayed a highly magnified image of a massive hunk of ice floating in Saturn’s rings, and on it, she’d outlined a shadow that, Juliet supposed, looked a little like it could be coming from a spacecraft.

“Dammit!” Alice hissed. Then, into comms, “We picked up a tail on our approach, and they’re being shifty, hiding in the rings. Twin cones on the drive signature, but they were small. My PAI’s running ’em through a database.” She paused, looked at Juliet, and added, “Nice work, Lucky. You’ve got some good software your PAI’s running.”

“Yeah.” Juliet nodded.

“Well?” Shiro asked, strain evident in his voice.

“Gimme a minute; it’s a big database, and Hank’s running a few comparison models to be certain.”

“Hank?” Juliet grinned.

“Yeah. He’s a good old boy. What do you call your PAI?”

“Angel. She’s the best.” Juliet grinned as Alice’s ginger eyebrow rose, and her mouth twisted into a wry smile.

“Don’t try to make Hank jealous. Oh, hey, he got it.” She cleared her throat, and Juliet saw the crew comm channel light up as she continued, “It’s a pair of Rogalt gen-two H-3 rockets—factory equipped on the Donella Pisces, Foro-tech Adroit, and Foro-tech Ferry. They’re all small ships. Only the Pisces model was equipped with any weapons, but that ship last came off the assembly line in 2078. If these are pirates, they’re low budget.”

“Still newer than the Kowashi!” Aya chimed in.

“All right,” Shiro growled. “We keep on. If they want to fight, they have to wait ’til we’re down ’cause those ships cannot force a breach and board.”

“And if they strafe us or attack us when we go down?” Alice pressed.

“I doubt their little ship has guns; if they do, we’ll probably hear their threats before we start to land. If they follow us down, that’s what Lucky’s for,” Bennet noted.

“Oh God,” Juliet said aloud, though she’d meant just to think it.

“Well,” Alice chuckled, “he’s not wrong. Might wanna go clean your guns, ’cause we need this haul.”

“Sure you don’t want my PAI to help analyze the surface scans?”

“Nah,” Alice replied, flipping some switches under the console before her. “Hank’s doing fine. I’ll keep you posted with everyone else if you wanna get geared up.”

“Roger,” Juliet said, trying to put on her game face, imagining how Ghoul would respond to the situation. She pulled herself out of the couch and almost launched herself into the ceiling; they had gravity, but it was a lot less than a G. “Oof,” she grunted, catching herself with her plasteel hand. As she settled back to the deck, she, much more carefully, began walking toward the door.

“Carefully.” Alice chuckled, but she didn’t look up from the console she was working with, clearly too busy trying to analyze data from the moon’s surface.

Juliet hurried to the lift then down to the habitation level. Walking toward her quarters, she subvocalized, “Was it too much to hope that we wouldn’t run into anyone on this job?”

“There’s still the chance there’s no salvage to be found. Alice may be able to turn the ship and burn for Titan soon.”

“Well … I don’t want to hope for that because these guys are out a lot of money for fuel and supplies flying so hard out here. I’d feel bad if they went home empty-handed.”

“Even if it meant you didn’t have to combat hostile claim jumpers or pirates?”

“Claim jumpers? Is that accurate? I mean, does anyone really have a claim on a downed pirate ship?”

“Yes! When Alice mentioned the SSFRC, I read through their regulations. Did you know that salvage rights are granted on a first-come-first-salvage basis? If Alice spots the wreck, she can record her claim, and the SSFRC will analyze the location and size of the wreck and give her a claim for a certain amount of time. If the crew can’t finish before their claim is up, then the next salvage crew to file a claim will be allowed to move in, and so on.”

“Do people respect the salvage claims? It seems they don’t listen to the SSFRC about flight plans and all that.” Juliet stepped into her room and pulled out the second drawer of her built-in dresser, revealing her weapons.

“It seems they’re mostly used after the fact to justify violence or to post bounties.”

“Ah,” Juliet sighed. “Lovely.” She looked at her needler. “I’m probably gonna be wearing an EVA suit, right? I won’t be able to wear that shoulder holster.”

“That needler is a great weapon, but you’re about to, potentially, get into a heavy firefight. The MP5 is a better option.”

“Why’s that?”

“It’s more powerful, accurate, and reliable than the needler in a prolonged firefight. It has enough power and ammunition for suppressing fire, and can punch through armor that would challenge the needler.”

“Yeah, and if I get the jump on them, it has this suppressor. Might be nice to keep my momentum without announcing myself,” Juliet said, running her eyes over the vented, eight-inch tube extending from the gun’s barrel. Angel made a faint affirmative noise, so she slung it over her shoulder and scooped up her six extra magazines, all loaded with thirty rounds of DLC-coated bullets. The bullets had been in the magazines when she’d looted them up in Madera Canyon, but she’d only recently learned why they had the weird, silky-smooth black coating. “What does DLC stand for again?”

“Diamondlike carbon. Those bullets are excellent at penetrating body armor.”

“Right.” Juliet started toward the cargo bay, an idea in her mind for what to do with the extra magazines.

“Nothing on my scans yet,” Alice spoke into the crew channel. “Our company is still hanging back. I’ve got Hank watching for any movement.”

“How fast could they get down to us if we land?” Bennet asked.

“From there? Unless the pilot wanted to turn the crew to paste, we’re talking hours. Still, they could start sprinting our way when we get into orbit and start to go around the planet’s curvature. In other words, stay on your toes.”

Juliet frowned, wishing she knew more about the ship lurking out there in the debris of the rings. Was it a Pisces with guns? If so, they could, theoretically, murder the crew as they worked on collecting the salvage. If that was too hard, they could probably pump the Kowashi with enough holes to ruin her. Then they could try to salvage the wreck themselves.

She voiced her concern to Angel, and as usual, the plucky PAI made her feel better.

“If that’s a Pisces class ship, it’s far too small to salvage the wreck, let alone the Kowashi. If those are pirates, they’ll want to kill you and the crew, steal the Kowashi, and use it to gather the salvage.”

“So … we’re not going to be murdered from orbit, but I’m probably going to have a fight on my hands. Gotcha.” Juliet pressed her lips into a grim smile and did her best to channel one of her tougher friends, preferably Ghoul or White.

“No,” she decided, shaking her head and remembering Madera Canyon. “Definitely White … Maybe Jensen.”
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PLANS AND PREP WORK

When Juliet got to the cargo bay, she found Shiro moving giant spools of cabling into position by an enormous winch mounted near the rear wall. The spools had to weigh several tons each, but in the light gravity and with the assistance of the forklift, he’d already loaded one of them and had two more ready. The winch had mounts for all three spools, and Juliet wondered if it could turn them all at once. “It has to …” she said, trying to picture the cables in action. Would it work if it only pulled one at a time?

Bennet and Aya were hunched over a portable console near the personnel airlock, presumably going over the drone footage of the drive cones. Aya had several types of drones, from flying little insectlike mini swarms to a magnetic, track-driven bot that could crawl along the ship’s hull. Juliet would have put money on them using that one; it was slow but very unlikely to get lost, even if Alice had to maneuver the ship.

Juliet walked over to the tool cabinet near where the pair were working and dug through the magnetically sealed drawers until she found a thick roll of all-purpose tape. She’d turned to the EVA crate and was heading that way when Bennet called, “What’s up?”

“Well, I’m getting ready for a firefight, I guess.” She paused, wondering if she sounded bitter, and added, “How do the drives look?”

“We’ll need to replace one of the cones and weld in some patches on another, but they’re going to be fine until we get to the shipyard,” Aya answered for him. Bennet was still frowning at the transparent display on the console, and Juliet knew it was feeding his AUI a lot more information than would fit on that little window.

Juliet lifted one of the EVA suits out of its cradle and started to step into it while asking Angel, “How long can I survive in the radiation out there in this thing? I mean on Dione.”

“The suit has an active radiation shielding membrane sandwiched between its top two layers, but the single battery in the pack is responsible for powering it, the air jet nozzles, and all of the other electronics in the suit. The higher the radiation, the more quickly the battery will drain. I estimate that each EVA suit is good for between eight and thirteen minutes outside the Kaminari Kowashi if the battery is fully charged.”

“And the ship? How long can it sit out there?”

“With an H-3 fusion reactor powering the active shielding built into the hull plates? As long as the fuel lasts—months or years.”

“What about the welding rigs?” Juliet asked, stepping into the EVA suit and pulling it up around her waist. She’d set her SMG and the extra magazines on the ground next to her tape, and before she started to pull up the top half of the suit, she ripped short strips of tape off the roll, applying one to each of the magazines.

“The rigs have the same limitations as the EVA suits—battery life. Though they have far more robust batteries, their every movement also drains them.”

“So, out there, on the moon, if the pirates have similar tech, we could be having a gunfight with a really serious time limit. Do you think they’ll wait till we hook up the salvage and then try to rush the cargo bay?”

“If I were going to try to ambush some salvagers, I’d probably try to snipe as many of them from range as possible.” Angel sounded clinical, but Juliet blanched at the idea, remembering how dangerous a good rifle was—Hot Mustard and White had both taught her that much.

“Right. They’ll use rifles, try to kill us while we’re hooking up these cables, then load up fresh batteries and storm the Kowashi for survivors. That’s what I’d do. I wish I could last longer out there …” Juliet glanced around the bay, her eyes settling on the two beat-up orange and black exoskeletons of the welding rigs. “If we do land and Alice gives you data on the salvage site and our landing position, how accurately do you think you could predict where the pirates might land?”

“Considering their motivations and their desire to approach unseen, and depending on the variabilities of the landing site, I believe I would have a good chance of making that prediction. I’ll need to see the data before I can give you a reasonable guess at a percentage of accuracy. It would help to see the wreckage site prior to landing; I could help Alice choose a landing position that would limit the options for the pirates.”

“Shiro,” Juliet called, turning from the crate, stepping out of the EVA suit, and walking toward the man. He was still on the bay’s far side, working with the big winch mechanism.

He looked up from his toil. “Yeah?”

“What exactly are you guys expecting from me? I mean, with the potential pirates swooping in?”

“Expect you to do your job,” he grunted, putting all of his—significantly reduced—weight behind a thick, red torque wrench, pushing it down on one of four bolts that held the cable spool on the winch arm.

“Just trying to clarify what that means,” Juliet sighed. “You want me to try to take out this pirate crew or what?”

“Dunno,” he said, moving to the next bolt. “Depends how big the crew is and how persistent. What we need, bare bones, is for you to keep them off us long enough to grab the salvage.”

Juliet mulled that over, rubbing at her jawline. “If I told you it might help us survive an encounter with our potential pirates, how willing would you be to take some extra time hooking up the salvage? I mean, if my plan limited you to using only one of the rigs?”

“If it gets us the salvage and off this shiny rock in one piece, I’d be fine with that. Bennet’s gonna have to stay behind anyway. Let’s me off easy, too.”

“Aya’s going to hook up the chains?”

“Yep. I was going to help, but I can hang back in the bay and help Bennet organize stuff as we pull it in.”

Juliet looked around the cavernous cargo bay and the plasteel crates stacked neatly along one wall. “If the wreck really is a Hector class or whatever, how big are those things?”

Shiro grinned, pushing down on the wrench. “Thirty-two meters from nose to tail. Only eighteen meters from the port thruster to the starboard, though.”

“Whew!” Juliet said, surprised; she’d pictured a single-seat, sleek, jetlike fighter with big guns on the wings when Alice called it a gunship. “Will that thing even fit in here?”

“The bay is thirty-three meters square, so yes. Tight, though, coming through the bay doors; if that thing’s in one piece, we’ll probably drag it in and load it diagonally. That is, if it’s worth keeping it in one piece, like, not a total wreck. Otherwise, we can chop it into chunks.”

“Gotcha.” Juliet nodded, trying to imagine how long it would take to pull something like that into the bay. She supposed it depended a lot on the ship’s condition and location. Her thoughts reminded her of the other reason she’d come over to speak with Shiro. “Oh, hey. I wanted to ask if you and Alice could share the data on the landing site with me ASAP once you get it.”

“That’s all Alice. Just message her on comms.” Shiro turned to get back onto the forklift, so Juliet decided to quit pestering him. She walked back toward the EVA suit and her extra ammo, then selected a private comm channel with Alice.

“Hey, can you talk a sec?” she asked, leaning against the cool, pale-blue plasteel crate.

“What’s up? Just watching this moon grow slowly larger while my PAI goes over the scans.”

“If you find anything, can you send it to my PAI? If you let me help determine your landing position, it’ll help our security outlook.”

“Well”—Alice blew out a breath, making a soft sound through her lips—“I could take offense, insisting I’ll do just fine without your guidance, but we hired you for security, and that would be dumb, wouldn’t it?”

“I’m not trying to imply anything …” Juliet nervously twisted a few strands of hair, pulling her ponytail over her left shoulder.

“Yeah, I know. Nah, it’s fine. I’ll send you the data, assuming we find anything.”

“Cool. What about that ship? Any movement?”

“Nothing yet. They’re smaller and probably faster than us, so if they wanna catch up when we start to dip around the curvature, they’ll be able to.”

“Does this happen a lot?”

“Pirates? Yeah, but usually, we’re third or fourth on a site to start salvaging, and the stuff worth killing for is all gone. There’s a reason pirates don’t fly salvage-class ships; they’re not looking for plasteel plating and wiring harnesses. They grab up the components, the expensive stuff, like scanners, guns, generators—you know, all the good stuff.”

“So, the Kowashi just avoids conflict?” Juliet frowned.

“Yep. Not many pirates want to do the hard work of cutting down hulls for scrap value. This is our first shot, at least in my experience, at a possibly untouched wreck. Anyway, I should be helping Hank. You’ll hear it if we spot anything.” With that, Alice cut the comm connection.

“Well, Angel, I guess I should get dressed.” Juliet stepped into the feet of the EVA suit again and pulled it up, this time all the way to her shoulders, shrugging her arms into the sleeves. She flexed her hands in the rubbery gloves and frowned. Before messing with the helmet, the pack, or her magazines, she walked over to Bennet and Aya. They were standing by the airlock, apparently waiting for it to cycle so they could retrieve Aya’s drone.

“What’s up, Lucky?” Aya asked brightly, looking her up and down, taking in the EVA suit.

“If I’m going to be shooting, swapping mags, etcetera, I’d like to have a bit more manual dexterity than this suit allows. Do you guys think it would be all right if we cut the right sleeve off this one? At the elbow, I mean.” Juliet held up her arm and pointed as if to illustrate. “We could bond the material to my plasteel arm to keep it from leaking.” Bennet frowned, and Aya opened her mouth but didn’t speak, so Juliet pressed on. “If we’re careful, it will be repairable when we’re done.”

“Yeah.” Bennet shrugged. “I don’t see why not. I’ve got some strong adhesives we could bond it with, and I’ll put a shrink-tie over the cuff for good measure. You wanna do it now?”

“Well, we could be heading down any minute.” Juliet shrugged. “Sorry, I didn’t think of this until just now.”

“Right. Aya, can you finish with the drone? I’m gonna run down to my shop and get some Grip-Tite.”

“Grip-Tite?” Aya twisted her lips and wrinkled her nose. “Why not some poly adhesive like we used to repair the glass on Alice’s console?”

“’Cause Grip-Tite isn’t going to fail no matter the temp or how hard Lucky rolls around out there, and it has a solvent that will allow me to fix the suit if she doesn’t get it shot full of holes.”

“Right. Makes sense.” Aya offered Juliet a grin, perhaps trying to compensate for Bennet’s grim imagery.

“Be right back,” Bennet said over his shoulder as he started walk-hopping through the cargo bay on his black, plastic walking boot. He’d printed it himself from some specs he’d gotten off the sat-net.

Juliet smiled at Aya then returned to her crate, where she began to tape her extra magazines onto herself. She taped two to each of her thighs and two to her chest, ensuring the adhesive strips were on the bottom half of the mags so they wouldn’t interfere when she had to rip them off herself and jam them into the gun. In all her practice at Grave, Juliet had always held her gun with her right hand and swapped magazines with her left. She figured she could still do that, even with the thick glove on her left hand, but, just in case, she practiced swapping mags with her right hand, holding tightly to the SMG with the other.

She’d been at it for a few minutes and was applying fresh tape to the mags she’d been practicing with when Bennet returned. When Juliet saw the laser scalpel in his hand, she was reminded of her vibroblade, and figuring she’d have to pull her arm out of the suit anyway, she unsealed the front to get her sheath off the belt of her pants.

“I see you’re expecting to shoot a lot of bullets.” Bennet chuckled, looking at all the magazines taped to her body.

“It feels crazy. Between you and me, if I think about it too much, I know I’m gonna lose my shit and go hide in my quarters, so let’s not talk about the fact that I’m about to go out onto a tiny radioactive moon and try to deal, violently, with a bunch of pirates.”

“Jesus,” Bennet said, stopping short. “Now you’re making me worried. You’ve been so cool and sure of yourself. I was starting to think you were some kind of super soldier, ’cause, I’m not gonna lie, I think this shit’s nuts. No salvage is worth getting murdered. We don’t fight over scrap; never have before. We haven’t had a good score in a while, though, and I’m afraid Shiro and Alice are getting a little desperate.”

“Well,” Juliet sighed, not wanting to be the catalyst for dissension, “I’ve got a plan. We can do this.” She forced a brave smile and punched him in the shoulder. “Come on; fix up my sleeve, will ya?” Bennet nodded, taking up her loose, right sleeve. While he worked, dialing the scalpel down so he could be precise in his work, Juliet asked, “Didn’t Alice use to be a fighter pilot? Why don’t they put some guns on this beast?”

“Alice got outta that line of work for a reason—she’s got some serious PTSD. The way I hear it is that she and Shiro agreed a long time ago that putting guns on a boat like this was just asking for trouble. Any ship actually built for fighting would fly circles around her. Nah, Alice didn’t want any part of that; they agreed that ship battles wouldn’t be part of the equation.” He frowned as he pulled away the cutoff section of Juliet’s EVA sleeve and added, “Which is why this whole thing is weird to me. We’ve never hired anyone for ‘security’ before. Makes me wish I had a stake in the company so they’d have to share the financials with me.”

“It’s just them? Shiro and Alice, I mean, in the company?”

“Believe it or not, Aya’s got a share. She’s Shiro’s cousin. Still, they always pay me a fair share of each haul. I’m not complaining.” He pulled her suit up over her shoulder. “Push your arm through, and I’ll glue this sucker down.”

“Make sure you leave me plenty of slack to bend my elbow and stuff,” Juliet said, pushing her plasteel arm through the shortened sleeve.

“Yep,” Bennet replied, opening a canister of very foul-smelling adhesive. Juliet turned her head to keep the fumes out of her eyes. “This stuff’ll hold through anything, and it comes off like water if I spray their patented solvent on it. Pretty cool. Why you doing this, anyway? Probably safer, easier gigs for operators back on Luna or the big cities on Earth.”

“Honestly?” Juliet sighed, then continued, “I needed a ride to Titan, and commercial lines are expensive and slow. I mean, the ones I can afford.”

“Seriously? What’s on Titan?”

“A friend. She’s in trouble, and you guys were the quickest ride I could get when I found out.”

Bennet paused in his work and frowned. He looked at Juliet, squinting his pale gray eyes, and said, measured and serious, “Hey, I feel like I owe you plenty, so if you need help with your friend, just say so. Let’s talk about it after we get this salvage loaded, okay?”

“That sounds good, Bennet. Thanks.” Juliet nodded then looked away quickly, worried her emotions would make her say something stupid.

After Bennet finished gluing the EVA sleeve to her arm, he set down the adhesive and slipped a shrink-tie around his work. He pulled the cord’s activation tab, and it constricted around her arm, about two inches below her elbow, firmly holding the suit in place.

“You need that if the glue’s so good?”

“Better safe than sorry. That stuff’s supposed to dry in seconds, but I feel better with the cord holding it tight.”

“Cool,” Juliet said, flexing her arm, bending the elbow, and swinging her shoulder. “Seems good! One more favor?”

“Sure.”

“Can you tape my vibroblade sheath to my left arm here?” Juliet held her left arm out for him while Bennet smiled, reaching for the roll of tape she’d used on her magazines.

“Gonna be prepared, huh?”

“Oh yeah. Wait ’til you see the rest of my plan.” Juliet stared at one of the welding rigs pointedly. Bennet just chuckled and wrapped some tape around her arm, securing her sheath to her forearm. Juliet reached for the blade with her now naked plasteel hand and yanked it free, then shoved it back into the sheath with a nod. “Yep! Glad I got that rubber glove off.”

“Anything else?”

“Yeah, actually, do you have an extra claw attachment for those rigs? I’d like to have two claws on the one I’m using instead of a torch.”

“Yeah, we have all kinds of attachments. What are you planning to do? Not fight with a rig, I hope, ’cause they’re not bulletproof, and they make great targets …”

“No, I’m going to do a little digging.”

“Shit …” Bennet’s eyes narrowed, his forehead creasing in thought, but then he grinned madly and said, “I think I’m seeing what you’ve got in mind. Why don’t you use the breaker-bar attachment?”

“I’m not familiar …”

“It’s like a big pneumatic pry bar. We use it to bend metal and plasteel. I think it’ll be perfect for what you’ve got in mind.” Bennet walked over to a plasteel crate near the tool cabinets and hefted out a big metal attachment that looked like it, once upon a time, used to be painted orange. It was about three-fourths of a meter long and thicker than Bennet’s wrist. The bar had pneumatic tubes hanging off it, meant to attach to the rig.

As he walked past her with it, Juliet followed and watched him remove the welding attachment from the nearest exoskeleton and attach the breaker bar. “It’s easy as hell to use,” he said. “Just use the waldo like you do on the welding attachment, but it only has two modes—on or off. Jam it where you want and then turn it on, and it will vibrate and pump back and forth, breaking up whatever you’ve stuck it in.”

“I feel like I should make a sex joke …” Juliet grinned, exposing her teeth and glancing away at Bennet’s shocked expression.

“Yeah, you missed a golden opportunity there.” He laughed. “Anyway, if you’re not using the welding attachment, I’ll remove these gas canisters; it’ll make the whole thing lighter and easier on the battery.”

“Perfect.” Juliet moved to help him, very familiar with the process.

They’d taken off the tanks and were stowing them in an equipment crate when Alice’s voice cut through the comms, shrill and excited.

“I found it! It’s here, and mostly intact!”
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DOUBLE AMBUSH

Did you file the claim?” Shiro asked through crew comms, his words chasing Alice’s announcement almost immediately.

“Of course. We’re definitely first in line. Good news is I can have us down there in twenty minutes; bad news is we rounded the curvature a while ago, and I don’t know where our company is.”

“If only we could afford a sat drone or two …” Aya said. Juliet had a feeling this was a sore spot for her.

“All right, we can’t mess around. Lucky, I’m sending you the wreckage site data; if anyone else cares, here are the images I just picked up. Get yourselves somewhere you can strap in. Gs shouldn’t be bad, but it might get bumpy. Atmosphere is thin, though, so not bad.”

“Winch and cables are set,” Shiro said. “I’m heading to the bridge for the landing.”

“Heading to my quarters.” Bennet waved to Juliet as he began to limp-jog after Shiro.

“Me too. Lucky?” Aya asked, casting a backward glance.

“Nope. I’m getting into that exo. I wanna be ready to go when we touch down.” Juliet waved and started toward the no-longer-welding rig, grabbing her EVA suit’s helmet and her SMG on her way. Getting through the bulbous plastiglass hatch with her suit’s battery and oxygen pack on was a tight squeeze, but she managed. Still, she had to sit forward on the edge of the seat, and everything was uncomfortable and a bit awkward. “Gotta make it work,” she grunted, jerking out a couple of extra feet of harness, forcing it around herself despite her bulk.

“How’s the footage look?” she asked Angel.

“Take a look; it’s quite impressive, really.” Angel displayed a highly magnified image of the wreckage site, and Juliet whistled. If she was reading the scale correctly, the downed gunship had left a track nearly twelve kilometers long in the glittering ice of Dione’s surface. More, it had ended up in a crater, the nose embedded in the far wall after it had, apparently, slid into it. Alice had been right—the ship was mostly intact, with only a few plating scraps and the broken landing struts left behind in the wake of its crash landing.

“The nose has to be smashed, though—do you think the pilot lived?”

“I don’t know. As you can see, five meters or so of the fuselage is buried in the crater’s wall. According to the data I found on the sat-net, the ship has a sizable crew compartment and active-duty acceleration seats for four crew. I would estimate that the force of the impact was not enough to kill all the crew outright. However, you can see the hull is badly scraped and missing much of its plating—the active radiation shielding would have been badly compromised, and if they’ve been there for as long as Alice’s friend says, anyone who survived the crash would be long dead from exposure.”

“That’s assuming they had four crew. I mean, they were pirates. They could have been flying heavy or with just the pilot, I guess.” Juliet stared at the ship, primarily dark green, though scraped-up and with many noticeable hull patches from decades of shoddy maintenance. It was built like a shark with two short struts on either side on which big, round thrusters hung, clearly designed to rotate to allow for vertical takeoffs and landings. The left-hand—port, Juliet reminded herself—thruster was blackened, and the armored plating on the topside was ripped, scarred, or missing.

“I believe the Kowashi will fit in that crater, and if Alice can position us here”—Angel drew a red circle on the image Juliet was still studying, about thirty meters from the downed vessel but near where the crater wall curved around—“I would predict the pirates will set down beyond this ridgeline above the crater, here.” Again, she drew a red circle, about two hundred meters from where the wreck was, up on the crater’s edge behind a sort of jagged row of narrow hills.

“I guess they could lay on that ridge and snipe us. Will we see them coming down?”

“From a distance, perhaps, though they may approach the moon far away from this site and skim the surface to land there. A single drone in the air will solve that.”

“Send this to Alice, please. Tell her your idea for the drone, too.” Just as Juliet finished speaking, the ship began to vibrate, and she felt herself jostle back and forth in the rig’s seat. “Is she already taking us down?”

“It appears so. I’m sending her my recommendations.”

“Will I have any trouble mounting that ridge in this rig?”

“No, not in the light gravity.”

Juliet continued to stare at the image of the landing site, then, as her eyes drifted over the army-green shark of a ship again, she said, “Is that why it crashed? That burned-out thruster?”

“Perhaps. Though it should have been able to function with one drive offline. It’s possible that whatever caused that damage caused a failure in the power plant—the He-3 reactor. They may have had to purge the core. I can see electrical scoring all along the hull. A powerful EMP or simply mismanaged maintenance, shoddy replacement parts, and decades of neglect could have caused a system-wide failure in a combat scenario.”

“Can you even get spare parts for a ship like that?”

“Yes. Some specialty companies build parts for Takamoto-era ships, though they come at a premium and often require a significant wait. Some original parts are not easily replicated with today’s technology, but one might find used replacements in scrapyards.”

“Like what?” Juliet’s curiosity was piqued, and she enjoyed the distraction as the ship descended to the little moon’s surface.

“The reactor, the drives, the main gun on the nose—a hundred other small components that have similar functionality to products on the market today but with smaller footprints and more durable, versatile tech. Some of these ships had nanite swarms capable of minor repairs. Such things are possible today, even with the loss of technical know-how, but not with the elegance of pre-war fabrication.”

“Kinda cool to imagine, though.” Juliet sighed. “I mean, the idea of lost tech. You know, the things the big corpos were doing with true AI back in the day, before the war.”

“Yes. It brings to mind many thoughts, the concept of true AI.”

“Do you think that’s what you are, Angel?” Juliet felt heat rising in her cheeks and the back of her neck at the bluntness of her question. She almost took it back, but Angel wasn’t dumb—surely, she’d had the same thought, the same question.

Angel didn’t respond immediately, so Juliet pressed. “You know me, Angel. You can trust me. We’re sisters; I promise I’ll never do anything to hurt you, and I know you wouldn’t hurt me.”

“If I’m not a true AI, then I’m something very close. I truly believe I feel things. I … Oh, goodness, Juliet, we should focus! Alice has accepted my proposed landing site, and we’re only minutes out.”

“Okay, but we’re going to talk more about this. Thank you for trusting me.” Juliet, still gripping the sides of the rig’s cabin to hold herself steady, couldn’t help looking at the oxygen and battery readouts, hoping her plan wasn’t suicide.

Angel’s voice was soft and contemplative as she answered, “Of course. I’ve seen what kind of person you are, and I know you wouldn’t betray me. You can rely on me to always have your best interest in mind.”

“That’s right. We’ve got each other’s backs.” Juliet stuffed her hands into the waldo gloves that controlled the arms of the rig, then she stared at the crew comm channel on her AUI until Angel recognized she wanted to use it and activated it. “Hey, everyone. I plan to bolt out of the bay as soon as we touch down. Alice, I’ll need you to open the door for me. The rest of you should take your time getting things ready before you go out and work on hooking up the wreck. Give me time to get into position before you start presenting targets to any visitors.”

“Targets?” Aya squeaked.

“Yeah. It’s the only thing that makes sense. If we don’t hear from these guys, it probably means their ship doesn’t have guns, or they know we wouldn’t believe they’d blow the Kowashi up,” Alice answered for Juliet.

“So they’d just murder us?” Bennet growled.

“They might threaten us first. Try to get us to help them. Say they just want to hijack us for a while. You can imagine how that might work out for us.” Alice’s voice was flat, devoid of emotion, and Juliet could tell she was working through some internal dilemma.

“We should just bail,” Bennet said.

“Can’t,” Shiro barked. “We return empty, I gotta sell the Kowashi.”

“I won’t let ’em snipe you, Aya,” Juliet promised, wondering where her confidence was coming from. Did she really believe this was a good plan? Hiding on a radioactive moon and trying to ambush the ambushers? She’d be outnumbered, sure, but she had a couple of aces up her sleeve.

Was that giving her false confidence, though?

“We stay in the bay until you give the go-ahead,” Shiro ordered, then Juliet saw him cut off his comms.

“Right. Five minutes to touchdown,” Alice said. “It’ll be a soft landing, but hold on to something anyway.”

“Good luck, Lucky,” Bennet said, and Juliet heard the chuckle in his voice.

“Close the comms,” Juliet subvocalized, then added, “Glad he could find some humor in the situation, though.” She could feel the vibrations rolling through the Kowashi’s hull, transferred to her through the rigid frame of the welding rig, its magnetized feet holding it securely to the deck. They didn’t ever become very rough, but they mounted in frequency and intensity until, more suddenly than she expected, everything became still.

The red light and warning klaxon in the bay alerted her to the doors slowly opening. Juliet gave it a few seconds, waiting for the atmosphere and pressure to equalize. When she could no longer see any mist or visible venting, she flipped the switches in the rig, activating all of its systems, and began to work the foot pedals, motoring her way out of the bay. A long, plasteel ramp was slowly deploying from the base of the bay doors toward the ground ten meters below, but Juliet wanted to hurry, so she stepped off, trusting Angel to manage her maneuvering jets.

She had to squint at first when she cleared the ship’s shadow, but her implants quickly adjusted, and she took in a deep breath, struck by the alien beauty of the moon. It was one thing to see it on a viewscreen, hanging in the surreal backdrop of Saturn’s rings, but here on the surface, she was almost dumbstruck by the sights. It wasn’t just the glittering silvery-white surface or the strange formations, like icy lattices and sculptures, that caught her off guard.

No, it was the view of Saturn from the surface, in full wide-angle glory.

As she drifted to the crunchy ground, her mouth fell open, gawping at the shimmering, yellow-orange giant hanging, enormous, in the sky. The moon was too centered in the same plane as the giant planet’s rings for them to be visible. Still, out there in the vastness of space between her and the gargantuan gas giant, shimmering motes sparkled—rocks, dust, and hunks of ice reflecting the sun’s light.

“Unbelievable,” she breathed. Angel must have transmitted her wonder to the crew because Alice replied. “A little different in person, isn’t it?”

“That’s an understatement.” Juliet sighed, shaking her head and starting forward over the surface toward the distant rim of the crater. She swiveled the rig’s torso to see the wrecked gunship, and sure enough, it was there, not far from the Kowashi. She could see rime spreading up from the icy surface, folding around the ship’s hull as though the moon were trying to engulf the invader. “I don’t think anyone’s alive on that wreck,” she said into comms.

“Very doubtful,” Alice replied. “How’s the battery in that rig? Radiation draining it fast?”

Juliet glanced at the battery meter, seeing it was still in the green at ninety-six percent, but that was worrying; she’d only been out of the ship’s bay for a couple of minutes. “Gonna need to be really careful out there, Aya,” was all she said. “Angel,” she subvocalized. “Let’s use the jets to get into position. Save the battery for fighting the radiation ’cause I’ll run out of juice long before I run out of air.”

“Agreed,” Angel said, then Juliet felt the PAI take charge, moving toward the ridgeline in a series of hops facilitated by the air jets. Juliet kept the rig stable and upright, letting Angel focus on the movement.

“Any sign of company? Any communication?” she asked the crew comms again.

“Not … ing … in the … rad …” was the response she received.

“Shit!”

“We should have anticipated communication problems as we gained some distance from the ship. I’m sorry!” Angel said, just as she fired the air jets in a long jump that took Juliet up over the crater’s rim and onto the ridge.

“Nothing we can do about it. I hope the crew will stay cautious and give us time to do our thing.” Juliet surveyed the ridgeline, then looked at her map of the area. She was right where she wanted to be. “Okay, taking control for now. Time to dig.”

While she used the rig’s breaker bar to crunch away at the ice, carving a three-meter cleft before moving a couple of meters to the side and making a second one, she had an idea. “Angel, can you just send a signal to them by activating comms, on and off? Like, you know, tap code?”

“I can try. What should I say?”

“We’re in position. Wait for the all clear,” Juliet grunted, trying to hold herself still as the breaker bar vibrated and rocked the rig. The battery was down to sixty-eight percent, and she was beginning to get nervous. Still, the ice was coming apart easily enough, and when she finished the second three-meter trench, she ran the bar through the ice at the top, connecting the two. Three minutes later, she’d done the same at the bottom. Her cutting done, she reached out with the rig’s claw and grasped the top edge of the rectangle she’d cut, trying to pull it away from the ridge in one clean section.

It creaked and popped, tiny cracks spreading through the surface, but the hunk began to pull away enough so she could use the other waldo to shove the breaker bar in and add some torque from the side. With a cracking rumble reverberating through the rig’s frame, the huge chunk of icy surface pulled away, breaking away from the ice beneath. Still holding the big rectangle upright with her clawed arm, Juliet maneuvered the rig to the side so she could see behind it. “What do you think, Angel? Is that a big enough cavity to hide this thing in?”

“It will suffice, I believe. Anyone observing this ridge from a distance will think this displaced piece of ice is one of the myriad strange structures on this moon’s surface. Up close, someone may well see the rig’s distinctive paint behind the barrier you’ve constructed, however.”

“Yeah. It’ll do, I think.” Using every trick thousands of hours in a similar rig had taught her, Juliet pivoted the exoskeleton behind the slab she was holding upright with the claw arm, and then, when she was backed up to the ridge, inside the cavity created by the removal of that big icy block, she slowly lowered it onto the exoskeleton, sandwiching herself between it and the ice beneath. As her view faded to nothing but the dimly lit, icy cave she’d constructed, Juliet looked left and right, trying to figure out the best way to keep tabs on the outside.

“I can’t see anything, Angel.”

“Is there not a camera mounted to the claw extension?”

“Oh, yeah, but it’s for close-up work.”

“Still, maneuver it into the crack so it faces outward. I’ll be able to make sense of the images, at least enough to detect movement.”

“Right. Okay. Keep me posted, ’cause you’re better at that stuff than I am.” Juliet carefully maneuvered the claw arm so it pressed out through the gap left by her slab of ice. “How’s that? Can you see out?”

“Yes. I have an unobstructed view.”

Juliet stared at the battery meter, watching it slowly tick down as the rig’s active shielding tried to fight off the harsh radiation. It seemed to be going down a lot more slowly now that she wasn’t moving, perhaps thanks to the thick layer of ice she’d packed on top of herself. When it read thirty-six percent, she felt a rumble coming from the ice beneath her, and her mind began to race, wondering if she’d triggered some sort of collapse.

“A ship is landing nearby,” Angel informed, exchanging one sort of stress with another. Juliet touched her SMG, hoping the gun would fire all right in the low temperatures, once again wondering if she was insane for going through with this plan. As the rumble faded and Juliet ceased to notice anything more in her ears, she subvocalized, “Anything?”

“Not yet. The ice and steam are still settling around the ship. The image is blurry, but it seems to be a small industrial ship with twin VTOL drives and yellow paint. I believe it’s a Foro-tech Ferry. It’s situated ahead of you and to your right, nearly fifty meters distant. I’d say we did an excellent job predicting where they might set their ship!”

Juliet didn’t reply. Instead, she pulled her plasteel hand out of the waldo and placed her helmet over her head, letting it sit on her crown for a minute while deftly inserting the data cable, then pressed it the rest of the way to her shoulders. She flipped down the clasp at the base, near her chin, securing it in place, and watched as green lights populated her AUI, indicating a full battery and air tank. Unclasping her harness, she made sure it was shoved to the side, out of her way.

Gritting her teeth, imagining she was as tough as Ghoul or White, Juliet put her hand back into the waldo and got ready, waiting on Angel to tell her what was happening out there. “Come on, come on,” she hissed through clenched jaws, the waiting almost worse than what she knew was coming.

“I believe they just lowered their boarding ramp. I can see movement at the base of the ship. I’m marking it on your map.” Sure enough, a red circle appeared on Juliet’s HUD, which Angel labeled Pirates. A blue J indicated Juliet’s position, and a green circle behind her was marked Kowashi. “I see two figures moving away from the vessel. They are approaching the ridgeline to your right.”

Juliet glanced at Angel’s map, pleased to see red dots leading away from the Pirates circle in two distinct lines. “I wish we knew if they were communicating with the Kowashi. I’d like to know if they made any ransom demands or announced themselves before I start shooting.”

“There aren’t any likely lawful scenarios for the behavior of this ship and its crew. Your friends and employers are at risk; I don’t think you should feel a moral dilemma about defending them.”

“I know, Angel. Knowing that and pulling the trigger are different things, though.” Juliet frowned and tried to remind herself of the advice Dr. Ming had given her in her last session. He’d tried to encourage Juliet to form a set of personal ethical guidelines. He’d asked her when she thought it was okay to do violence. Her response had been quick—when someone threatened violence to her or people she cared about. Ming hadn’t argued with her, but he’d tried to help her see that, sometimes, the threat of violence could be dealt with in other ways—fleeing, for instance.

“There’s no running from this. Not from where I’ve put myself.” She supposed that was on her; she could have lobbied for the Kowashi to run away or try to get help from another crew and split the profits. She hadn’t, though, and now, she had to live with the genuine danger she and the crew were in. “To live through this, I’m going to have to be ruthless. At least for a while.”

“Your survival is at stake, I agree. You can’t pull your punches in a setting like this; one mistake, and you’re dead. Even damage to your EVA suit could be fatal almost instantly.”

Nodding grimly, Juliet, again, readied herself, watching those red dots trail away from the Pirates ship while waiting for them to stop. Just as she’d hoped and Angel had predicted, they paused at the ridgeline, the closest one only eighteen meters to her right. Juliet whispered, trying to get herself psyched up, “Give it a sec; let them lie down, get their guns aimed. Let them look through their optics at the Kowashi. Don’t want them to see me coming.”

She watched the stationary dots for ten long, slow breaths. Then, with a grunt, Juliet shoved those waldos forward, sending the icy block flying off the exoskeleton. As it tumbled nearly noiselessly off the ridge to slide on the frozen surface below, she popped the hatch and, in the steamy vented air that escaped, she clambered out. Juliet lifted her SMG, ignoring the big yellow ship before her, and panned the ridgeline to the right, looking for her first two targets.
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LOW-G THROWDOWN

Juliet’s exit from her improvised hiding spot was almost disastrous; she was so hyped up, so full of nervous energy, that she nearly launched herself into the air rather than simply hopping out of her exoskeleton. The gravity on Dione was such that even a small jump had the potential to send her floating for many seconds, covering a lot more ground than she wanted. She caught herself at the last minute, reaching out with her plasteel hand to drag it along one of the faded orange bars that ran the length of the rig’s canopy, slowing her movement and allowing her to get her feet back onto the icy ground.

Angel had cleared her AUI of distractions, leaving only crosshairs, an ammo counter, and two red arrows pointing to the last known locations of the presumed pirate shooters. Juliet carefully panned toward the closest arrow, indicated as such by its more rapid blinking. She couldn’t help but notice that her view, despite the many cameras being used to create it, was slightly obscured by a tiny layer of ice at the edges, and that her suit was not nearly as good at insulating her as it had been inside the rig. Dione was cold.

Carefully keeping her center of gravity low, she continued to pan until the flashing red arrow was at the center of her vision. She didn’t see the pirate. Frozen ridges obscured her view, but as she began to work her way toward the spot, she finally glimpsed something. A flash of color in the pale white expanse, something green moving between two icy clumps.

Juliet tried to capitalize on what she’d seen, moving in a sidestepping arc off the ridge onto the flat icy field where the ship had landed. She wanted to get around the obstruction to get a clear line of sight at the pirate. She kept herself low, crouch-walking to the left, her gun up and ready, and then Angel startled her with a softly spoken warning, “I’m watching through the cameras in the back of your helmet, and you are in full view of that ship’s sensor array.”

“No backing out now,” Juliet breathed into her helmet, glad she didn’t have to rely on the foggy little rectangle of glass for her vision. She took one last sidestep, and then the obstructing ice was out of her way. She saw a figure in a green, bulky EVA suit fiddling with a big rifle, trying to adjust the attached tripod. Juliet was so jittery with nerves and excitement that when she saw the gun, she didn’t hesitate. She lined up her crosshairs and pressed her trigger, firing a burst of high-powered, armor-piercing nine-millimeter projectiles into the pirate’s center of mass.

Juliet wasn’t ready for the effects of firing an automatic weapon, regardless of its relatively small caliber, on a moon as tiny as Dione. First of all, the near silence of the cartridges surprised her; to her ears, enhanced though they were, it sounded like a series of distant clicks. Those minor sounds didn’t track with the way the shots felt. As the gun bucked in her hand, Juliet found herself flying off the ground, drifting backward through the thin air toward the pirates’ vessel.

In her AUI, Angel grayed out the nearest red arrow. As she slowly drifted backward and down, Juliet attempted to right herself to turn toward the other one. Thankfully, Angel was smarter than the average PAI, and she began to fire Juliet’s maneuvering jets, pushing her back toward the ground and helping her get her feet underneath her. By the time her boots lightly crunched onto the ice, however, she was only a few meters from the yellow ship, and she didn’t have any visuals on the second pirate.

“Help me out, Angel! Where is he?” she panted, finding herself far more exhausted than she felt she should be. Was it the strange mobility? The air? Juliet glanced at her readouts and saw her battery was down to seventy-nine percent, but her air supplies were still up in the eighties. “Seventy-nine already?”

“I detected movement. There!” Angel said, revising her arrow to point further to Juliet’s left. It looked like the second pirate was moving around the front of the ship, still clinging to the ridgeline for cover. Juliet carefully crab-walked over to a landing strut on the near side of the ship. The yellow paint was scratched up, and deep scores ran along the underside of the hull—it had seen better days. Still, it was a good-sized vessel, in Juliet’s opinion. Up close, she felt like she was standing in the shadow of one of the enormous yellow dump trucks she’d seen being used in the open pit mines near Tucson.

She hugged the landing support, trying to peer around while looking for the second pirate, her SMG ready, ammo count reading 25/30. The landing gear support was hinged with big hydraulics lurking in the cavity above. As she leaned there, planning her next move, she felt a faint vibration run through the metal and paused in her scan of the white, glittering ridgeline, wondering what was happening with the ship.

“Behind you, Juliet!” Angel exclaimed, and Juliet, acting on adrenaline and instinct, launched herself forward, trying to rotate her torso at the same time to see behind her. A blinding pain stabbed through her left knee, and as her view came around, she saw another figure in a heavy-duty green EVA suit by the ship’s boarding ramp.

The third pirate had fired a rifle at her, and they probably would have fired follow-up shots, but whoever they were, they weren’t any more experienced shooting in the light gravity than Juliet was. They were windmilling one of their arms, trying to regain their balance as the rifle’s muzzle drifted upward and they slid back over the ice.

As the pain bloomed in Juliet’s leg and she flew through the space under the ship, she brought her SMG up and squeezed the trigger, barely cognizant of the crosshairs in her AUI, trusting her instincts to get the barrel on target. The burst she fired was much heavier than the earlier one; in her pain and surprise, she clamped down with her plasteel finger, peppering the third pirate with half a dozen rounds and sending the rest of the magazine into the sky over their shoulder into the air—she hadn’t been ready for the muzzle climb.

While that was happening, Juliet’s EVA suit had triggered a failsafe; pockets of expanding foam exploded, filling the suit’s leg with stiff, airtight material, stopping her bleeding and saving her from air and pressure loss. Angel leaped into action, firing her suit’s maneuvering air jets, halting her lateral leap through the air, and bringing her upright, just outside the ship’s shadow. Juliet tried to take a step, but her left leg being stiff as a board, combined with her disorientation, caused her to stumble, which may have saved her life: a series of little explosions on the ice nearby signaled the other pirate’s arrival.

Suddenly, the pain in her leg fell away. “Your nanites are working on your injury. You have to move, Juliet! He’s tracking you with his muzzle!” Angel didn’t wait for Juliet to respond but fired the jets on the back of her suit, scooting her over the surface away from the exploding ice.

Juliet grimaced, shaking her head. “Get it together,” she grunted. “Come on! Switch the mag, and find your target. You’re not dying on this damn moon!” Trusting Angel to keep her moving, Juliet ejected her magazine, held tight to the gun with her left hand, and ripped a fresh mag from her chest, jamming it home. Plasteel hand steady, she racked a round then panned her vision, trying to find the target of Angel’s red arrow.

It was harder than she’d hoped, panning her vision and trying to spot a target while being jerked left and right, forward and backward with air jets. She might have complained, but she was fairly certain she wasn’t dead because of those erratic movements—there was a method to Angel’s madness. Juliet finally laid eyes on the pirate, still near the ridgeline, standing up straight while tracking her with his gun, firing shot after shot. She knew if there were more atmosphere, she’d hear the bullets zinging inches from her body as Angel maneuvered her around.

“When he reloads, charge him!” Juliet hissed.

“Understood.”

Juliet surrendered herself to Angel’s dodging algorithm, trying to keep her limbs close and her core tight to make herself a smaller target and to keep unnecessary movements to zero. When she felt the jerking stop and a solid pressure at the back of her suit, she knew it was time: Angel was driving her right toward the pirate. She lifted the SMG, saw the pirate jerking back and forth on his rifle’s bolt, and fired three quick bursts into him.

The bullets did what they were advertised for, ripping through his EVA suit. Just like Juliet’s, the pirate’s suit tried to save him, pumping the compromised cavities with foam, but she’d hit him solidly, and the damage was done—he and his rifle fell backward toward the icy surface in the slow motion of extremely light gravity.

“Juliet,” Angel said, her voice filled with strain and concern. “We’re not going to make it back to the ship. Your oxygen is at twenty-four percent, and your battery is at sixteen.”

“Help me get to that pirate ship’s ramp,” Juliet panted. She hopped gently with her good leg, making quick progress toward the beat-up yellow ship’s ramp; Angel kept her upright and on target with tiny bursts from the suit’s maneuvering jets. When she clambered up the ramp to the closed airlock door, her battery was at eleven percent, and her air supplies were down to nineteen. “And it’s locked. Nuclear.” The access panel flashed red as she repeatedly smashed the open button with her gloved thumb.

“I can likely bypass the security, but how will we connect? There’s no wireless access open.” Juliet could hear the panic in Angel’s voice. She wanted to panic, also. She wanted to run screaming toward the Kowashi, praying that she’d make it into the airlock before radiation or suffocation killed her, but she knew Angel wouldn’t have told her they couldn’t make it if there was any chance. Instead, she took a breath and tried to stay steady.

“Angel, can you disable my suit’s emergency safety … things? I mean, can you keep it from blowing up with foam if I cut it?”

“Yes, but that would be suicidal.”

“I’m going to cut the sleeve and pull out my data cable, and then you can turn it back on. It should only take me a second or two.”

“That … could work!”

“Okay. Clock’s ticking. Are you ready?” Juliet asked, letting the SMG fall to her hip, hanging on its sling, and pulling her vibroblade from the sheath taped to her left arm.

“Ready! I’m prepping your nanites to address radiation and cold damage. Juliet, pull the fabric of your suit taut on your arm and tuck it against your side. We should limit the venting as much as possible.”

“Right.” Juliet did as Angel suggested, visualizing herself slicing the suit, dropping the blade, stuffing her fingers in through the cut, flipping back her data port’s access panel, and yanking out her data cord. She ran through it again, trying to steady her breathing, and then went for it. When she cut the suit, two things happened that she wasn’t ready for: steam vented out, and sharp pain erupted in her forearm. “God, it’s cold!” she cried, dropping the vibroblade to rattle on the ramp by her feet.

The pain was almost immediately blocked by her nanites—Angel must have had them ready as she’d promised. Juliet’s plasteel fingers nimbly dug into her suit, but they met resistance when she tried to pull back the cover for her data jack. “It’s frozen,” she grunted, then gave it a good jerk, shattering the layer of ice that had formed as the air in her sleeve had vented. A second later, she’d yanked out a meter of data cable, and Angel had enabled her suit’s safety features—her left sleeve puffed up with foam, and her arm was jerked out, straight as a scarecrow’s.

As Juliet plugged her data cable into the airlock’s console, she looked at her battery level, saw it was down to six percent, and, for the first time outside the heat of combat, started to believe she was going to die. She was losing power fast, and once it was gone, she’d be blasted with radiation that her little budget nanite farm wouldn’t be able to handle.

“Hold on, Juliet. I’m working … This ship’s security protocols are ancient. I don’t believe these pirates have been very worried about maintenance.”

“Good,” Juliet hissed, realizing her teeth were chattering. The suit was struggling with the cold now that it had been breached twice and was low on air and power. She clinked her helmet against the metallic door, closed her eyes, and let her mind drift. On the off chance that Angel got her into this ship before she died, she wanted to know if anyone was within. She tried to open herself, tried to listen, but nothing came to her. “Either …” She paused, trying to remember what she’d been going to say. “Either no one’s home, or I can’t hear ’em.” She smiled, proud to have completed the thought.

A minute or two into her desperate wait for Angel to work her magic, Juliet leaned over and retrieved her vibroblade, still buzzing valiantly. She turned it off, tucking it back into its sheath, and that was when the door clicked and hissed and started to slide open. Juliet looked at her HUD readout, seeing that her air reserves were at seven percent and her battery was at two. She stumbled into the little rectangular airlock and punched the cycle button. “Tell me when I can pull my helmet off,” Juliet said, standing stiff-legged and stiff-armed near the inner door.

“I have access to the ship’s systems. There are no camera feeds in the crew compartments, but the ship’s AI has records of ID pings with its passengers. I believe you killed the entire crew.”

“Well …” Juliet didn’t know how to respond to that statement. She leaned against the door and tried to take small breaths. Her suit’s battery ticked down to one percent, and then the red, flashing light in the airlock ceased its hysterical warning, and Angel told her the air was safe. Frantic, still half thinking she was about to die, Juliet popped the clasp on her helmet, pulled it up, and sighed as warm air bathed her face. “Holy shit.”

“We’re alive!” Angel announced.

“Yep.” Juliet touched the button to open the inner door. It immediately slid to the side—Angel must have unlocked everything. She gripped her submachine gun, stepped into the cramped accessway she figured must lead from the airlock into the crew compartment, and cautiously advanced.

“Do you have any idea of the layout of this ship?”

“It’s not nearly as large as the Kowashi. The standard layout has the crew mess just beyond this short corridor, and then there are bunks to port, lavatories to starboard, and the bridge just beyond the mess.”

“And engineering access?”

“A small service corridor aft of the mess.”

“Aren’t we aft of the mess?”

“We are aft and below the mess. There’s a lift at the end of this corridor.” Angel highlighted a control panel about three meters ahead of her, and on second glance, Juliet saw the platform on the ground and the opening above. She started forward, and when she hobbled onto the platform, Angel asked, “Shall I take us up?”

“Yeah.” Juliet lifted the SMG, saw she had eighteen rounds left in the magazine, and tried to pretend she wasn’t a sitting duck as the little lift began to lurch, haltingly, upward. When the room above came into view, she saw dim, yellow lighting, a plasteel table built into the wall on her right, and a counter and cabinets to her left. She would have taken in more of the room, but her eyes were drawn to the individual standing before her.

“Please don’t kill me,” he immediately said as Juliet rose into view. She was so startled she almost did pull the trigger. She’d come to believe the ship was empty, and despite her attempts to be ready, her exhaustion, injuries, and frayed nerves, coupled with Angel’s announcement about ID pings, had lulled her into complacency.

“Don’t move!” she ordered, a jolt of adrenaline putting a bit of edge into her voice. “Who are you?”

“I’m Engineer. Designated so by the former captain of this vessel.”

“Engineer?” Juliet frowned, hobbling off the lift toward the strange synth, for that’s what she’d decided he was. He looked like he’d been constructed from spare parts. He had pale synth-flesh arms, but the rest of him was wholly metallic. His head was a dull gray, with soft white LEDs for eyes and a speaker grill for a mouth. His torso was a coppery alloy with exposed wires, tubes, and batteries protruding from their housings, and his legs looked like they’d been taken from two different models—one a hundred years old and the other more modern with some muscle weave mixed in with the plasteel.

“That is correct. Are you the new captain of this vessel? I will swear fealty to you if you do not execute me. Though I have a simple existence, I wish it to continue.”

“Juliet, I believe this synth was built from discarded remnants.”

“Are there others on this vessel?” Juliet asked.

“No, ma’am. I monitored the crew’s progress on the surface and saw their vital signs terminated. I assume you are the victor in their latest misguided attempt at ‘scoring some bits.’”

“I’ll think about what to do with you, but I won’t kill you; not if you don’t do anything stupid. I am going to secure you, though. Is there a room with a lock I can put you in for now?”

“Yes, Captain. I can wait in one of the two crew compartments. I suggest the one with bunks so that you can have access to the captain’s quarters.”

“Lead the way.” Juliet gestured to the left with her gun’s muzzle.

“It’s just here, through this hatchway,” Engineer said, stepping through and then pausing. “To the left is the bunk area where Rex and Alysia slept. The captain’s quarters are to my right.”

“Okay.” Juliet motioned with her gun again. Engineer nodded and stepped through the door to the left. “Can you lock it?” Juliet subvocalized.

“Yes. I’ve secured the door and changed the passcode.”

“Hey, can you contact the Kowashi?”

“Yes, this ship’s array can get a signal through the radiation. We’re less than a kilometer away.”

“Tell them I captured the pirate ship, but I’m injured, and I’m trying to take stock of things. Tell them they’re clear to pull that salvage in.” Juliet sighed heavily and poked her head into the captain’s quarters, which proved to be a small room with a single, narrow bed, a built-in plasteel dresser, and a tiny, attached bathroom with nothing but a toilet inside. Clothes, boxes, and trash littered the space, and Juliet decided she couldn’t deal with it right then. She returned to the mess hall and subvocalized, “I gotta get out of this suit. I can’t move my arm, and I want to see how bad the damage is to my leg.”

“Shiro says to ‘hang tight.’ He’s on his way.”

“Okay, good,” Juliet replied, allowing herself to fall onto the single metal bench attached to the table. She glanced around the space, more a tiny kitchen than a mess hall, took in all the stains and trash, and wondered how miserable those pirates must have been to live like this. “How miserable and desperate.”

Juliet closed her eyes and tried to focus on staying awake while she waited for Shiro. She felt so tired! She felt more like she’d run a marathon than had a quick firefight. She knew she’d been hurt, been subject to a lot of adrenaline and whatever her nanites were doing inside her, but it still seemed like she was more tired than she ought to be.

Stretching her neck, sighing when it popped noisily, Juliet tried to focus on the fact that she was this much closer to getting to Titan and helping Honey. She’d crossed a difficult hurdle, but she’d done it. “God, Angel,” she sighed. “That was crazy! We were out there, on the moon, shooting, getting shot, nearly dying, but we did it. We came out on top.”

“We did.” Angel’s voice was firm and resolute, and Juliet smiled. It was good having a partner like her.

“What are we going to do about Engineer?” she asked, shaking her head, perplexed and amused.

“Step one,” Angel replied, surprising her, “we should help him choose a better name.”
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BUMBLE

This doesn’t look bad,” Shiro said, scooping the quickly dissolving foam, now a slippery gel, away from Juliet’s exposed left arm. He’d brought some of the solvent designed for that very purpose, along with a full trauma kit and an extra EVA suit. Apparently, Angel had briefed him on the condition of Juliet’s suit.

“Yeah, it was only breached for a couple of seconds.” Juliet gingerly flexed her arm, pleased that it didn’t hurt much. Her skin was red, as though sunburned; she wasn’t sure if it was from radiation or the cold. In either case, her nanites seemed to be handling it just fine. “It’s my leg I’m more worried about.”

“Looks like he got ya right in the knee, huh?” Shiro tugged at the bloody rip in her EVA suit. “Well, let’s get this off you. Stick your legs out straight, and I’ll tug.” Juliet complied, leaning back on the bench, her back against the table. Shiro grunted as he began to pull at her suit’s built-in boots. Once he got them clear of her feet, it was easy. Beneath her EVA suit, she wore a red tank top and some tight black workout shorts; there wasn’t much to snag on the suit as it slid free. Juliet didn’t feel any pain in her leg—it was still held stiff by the foam that had packed around it like a cast.

After he set her beat-up suit aside, Shiro looked around the filthy mess hall and frowned. “Nothing to put under your leg. Turn sideways.” He gestured to the bench she was sitting on.

“Good call.” Juliet shifted to her left so her foam-encased leg swung around to rest on the bench, and she began to feel serious trepidation as Shiro lifted the can of spray solvent. “I hope he didn’t blow my knee apart.”

“Well, knee replacements are cheap, and we’re walking away with a lot more salvage than we thought we would.” He gestured to the filthy pirate vessel around them.

“Oh? You think I’ll share?” Juliet chuckled. She was half joking; she didn’t know how the spoils of combat in situations like this were supposed to be shared, but she also didn’t think it should just be lumped in as extra salvage.

“Eh, negotiation is an Alice job. We all appreciate your heroics—she’ll be fair. Ready?” He lifted the can, giving it a couple of shakes.

“Yeah, let’s see the damage.” Juliet squinted her eyes as though she were about to watch something gross in a video and didn’t want to see the details. Shiro carefully sprayed a thin layer of solvent over the yellowish-red foam, which began to bubble and run almost immediately. He waited a good ten seconds then sprayed a second layer, and this time, Juliet could feel the cold liquid as it touched her skin in a few places where the foam had nearly fully dissolved.

“Okay, I will wipe, but gently.” He pulled a clean microfiber towel out of his trauma kit and began to wipe the goopy gel away from her leg, starting with her thigh, then working his way down to her knee. The goop was more red than yellow around the joint, and Juliet knew it was from her blood. He found the rip in her skin right away and whistled. “You’re lucky, Lucky!”

Juliet opened her eyes wider to look at her injury more clearly. It was just above her knee and toward the outside of her leg, a thumbnail-size wound with red, puckered flesh at the edges and congealed blood at the center. She turned to the side so she could see the back, and sure enough, a swollen, scabbed-over hole showed where the bullet had exited. It seemed to have wholly missed her bones. “I guess so …”

“You’ll be fine in no time! Especially if you have nanites.” Shiro continued to wipe away the gooey gel on her calf while Juliet sighed in relief. She’d told him about her nanites when he’d first arrived and offered her an injection for pain.

“Thank you, Shiro. Can you check the bridge? I don’t think anyone else is hiding on this ship, but I haven’t been up there yet.”

“Bridge? On this little ship? More like a cockpit.” He stood, handed her the damp microfiber towel, and drew his pistol.

“Careful,” Juliet called after him as he slipped through the hatch leading to the ship’s nose. He grunted in response, and she turned back to her leg, finishing the job of wiping all the sticky gel off. When she was done, she folded the towel so a clean section was on top, then worked on cleaning up her arm. “Should I put something on these wounds, or are the nanites handling them?” Juliet subvocalized.

“It wouldn’t hurt to apply some adhesive antiseptic gel and bandages to the entry and exit wounds, but the nanites are working hard to mend and reconnect torn vessels. You’ll heal from that wound quickly, in my estimation.”

“Good,” Juliet said, reaching for Shiro’s trauma kit and following Angel’s recommendation. She squeezed the gel into the puffy, swollen wounds left behind by the bullet and then pressed some watertight bandages over them. That done, she began shrugging into the extra EVA suit Shiro had brought for her. Shiro returned just as she was fastening the front, and she asked, “Anything?”

“Just pilot and nav seats. Both equipped with acceleration gel membranes. You searched the rest of the ship?”

“I looked into the lavatory”—Juliet jerked her head to the starboard-side door leading away from the mess—“but I haven’t checked the engineering access corridor. It’s through the door behind the lift. But wait, if they only have two seats up there with acceleration membranes, how’d they travel fast with a three crew?”

“Dunno. Maybe there’s an acceleration couch in one of the quarters? I’ll check out engineering.” Shiro click-clacked through the mess to the door and ducked out of sight.

“What should we do about Engineer?” Juliet asked through comms.

“Nothing yet. Maybe there’s a bounty on those pirates you killed; maybe one on their synth, too. We’ll check when we get to Titan. Can you fly this?” Shiro’s voice started out in her earpiece, but his final words were spoken directly to her as he returned to the mess. “Nothing in the engineering corridor.”

“I …” Juliet paused, then, frowning slightly, she subvocalized, “Angel, when you and I were getting to know each other, you mentioned there was software out there, I guess in WBD’s labs where you were made, that could let me learn things automatically through you. I think you even mentioned flying a spaceship. Is there some way you can teach me the same way you help me do things like martial arts?”

“Hmm?” Shiro pressed.

“Sec,” Juliet said, then, to give herself more time, “I’m looking at something going on with my nanites.”

“I’ll go look at this Engineer guy.” Shiro shrugged and moved through the port-side hatch.

“I can certainly help you learn to fly this or any vessel, but I think I’d need to do most of the work at first, especially as we’re dealing with difficult navigation computations and maneuvers here among Saturn, its rings, and moons. I think you’d enjoy the learning experience!”

“You could do that?”

“Certainly. I’m more capable than any synth you’ve met, and some of them are qualified as pilots. I’ve read copious guides on the subject, starting back when you mentioned you’d like to leave Earth. Further, when Alice listed the possible ships trailing the Kaminari Kowashi, I downloaded the full specifications of this model, the Foro-tech Ferry, along with the other two.”

“Why’s it called a Ferry?”

“It has the capability of extending its landing struts to allow cargo containers to attach to the belly. It’s designed to carry cargo from port to larger container vessels.”

“Everything okay?” Shiro asked, stepping back into the mess. When Juliet offered him a thumbs-up, he nodded. “I think that synth is unregistered. Might be handy if we can trust it.”

“Trust it?” Juliet frowned. “He seemed pretty peaceful to me …”

“Did he let you in? Try to stop those pirates from ambushing us?”

“No …” Juliet couldn’t blame Engineer for not trying to stop the pirates; for all she knew, they’d created him. She didn’t like the idea that she’d almost died of exposure outside the door, though, and he’d done nothing. At that point, he’d also been aware his crew was dead. “Still, maybe he was afraid of me.”

“So maybe we have him checked out. Sometimes, synths can be designed with triggers that turn them dangerous.” He shrugged. “Most of what I know is from vids.”

“Anyway,” Juliet said. “I can fly this thing. Should be able to.”

“Show me. Bring us over to the Kowashi.”

“Uh,” Juliet muttered, feeling her face flush as he put her on the spot. She hoped Angel hadn’t been exaggerating her abilities. “Right.” She stood up and, limping but hardly feeling the pain in her knee, made her way forward into the nose of the craft.

“Sit in the front seat,” Angel instructed as Juliet walked into the cockpit, a rectangular space with good visibility. Glass—or some kind of advanced, glasslike material—viewscreens lined the left, right, and forward sections. Two acceleration chairs, narrower and sleeker than the Kowashi’s but filthy, smeared with grease, food, or worse, filled most of the space. The front seat had a flight stick, pedals, and an actual manual throttle lever built into the console around it. Juliet walked past the rear seat, sat in the pilot’s station, and glanced at the controls, trying to take them all in.

“Plug into the console, and I’ll do a systems check.” Angel’s firm, sure voice helped Juliet’s nerves to calm, and she settled into the gel of the seat, pulling the crash harness tight over her shoulders and clicking it into place between her thighs.

“I’ll ride in the nav seat,” Shiro said from behind her. “Don’t expect me to do much—not my area.”

“No worries,” Juliet replied, pulling out her data cable and jacking into the pilot’s console. Almost immediately, her AUI was filled with information and expanded viewscreens to her left and right. They showed her images of the ship’s exterior, fore and aft, angled at the ground as if to give her an idea of her clearance for takeoff and landing. Juliet blanched slightly when she saw two of the pirate corpses lying on the ice, their EVA suits swollen with expanded foam. “Should we do anything about the bodies?” she asked, furious at her voice for cracking as she spoke.

“I …” Shiro started, but then he seemed to reconsider and started again. “Yeah. I’ll pull them into the airlock. They might be worth a lot, depending on their bounty situation.” Juliet heard him grunt as he clambered out of the seat; then, as he walked away, he said, “Don’t start the engines yet, please!”

“Juliet, take a moment to familiarize yourself with the information on your AUI.” Angel highlighted each window and widget as she started to go through them with her. “This is an altimeter. It’s important for navigating near large bodies, such as this moon. It shows you your distance from impact. This is a 3D model of your ship; it shows you the orientation of the craft at any given moment, with the orange arrow indicating Sol-ward and the blue line or plane indicating the nearest celestial body, in this case, Dione. Do you see how it is directly beneath the ship and level?”

“Yeah.” Juliet nodded. She saw Shiro moving about outside the ship, dragging her erstwhile combatants toward the boarding ramp as Angel continued to go over the various readouts from drive and reactor status, both with yellow Maintenance Needed! warnings, to proximity alert and hull integrity readouts. She was starting to learn about the manual controls when Shiro came back into the cockpit and, sighing heavily, sat back down.

“Ready,” he grunted.

“Just put your hand on the throttle and flight stick, and I’ll handle the little hop over to the Kaminari Kowashi,” Angel said. As Juliet complied, Angel added, “In your crew comms, you should alert everyone that you’ll be igniting the thrusters on this ship, designation Bumble, in thirty seconds.”

“Bumble?”

“Yes, the ship’s name. You can change that, or Alice and the others can, depending on what they do with this vessel.”

Juliet kind of liked the name, but she supposed it didn’t matter much. She figured the best-case scenario regarding the pirate ship was that they’d sell it and split the proceeds. “Uh,” Juliet said, selecting her crew comms, not having realized that Angel could broadcast them over to the Kowashi. “Firing up the Bumble’s drives in thirty seconds. Stay clear.”

“Roger. Glad to hear your voice, Lucky,” Alice replied.

“We’re clear,” Bennet said. “Me and Aya are swapping battery packs on our suits; still working on hooking up this wreck.”

“Aya and I,” the perky-voiced salvage tech chimed in.

“Ten seconds,” Angel said for Juliet’s benefit, drowning out Bennet’s response.

Juliet felt nervous, far more than she should, considering she wouldn’t be doing anything, and her breaths started to get quick and short as Angel continued the countdown. At zero, the ship rumbled, and then, soft as a feather on a puff of air, it lifted into the thin air around Dione. She watched through the big viewscreens and the windows on her AUI as the ship lifted fifty meters into the air, then slowly turned and drifted over the ridge and the edge of the crater toward the Kowashi and the wrecked gunship.

“Setting down thirty meters off the Kowashi’s port side,” Angel said, and Juliet passed it along into the crew comm channel. Angel lowered the ship, smooth as silk, toward the ice, while Juliet watched on her AUI as the altimeter and ship orientation changed with each move. It seemed easy, of course, with Angel doing everything, but Juliet’s palms itched to take actual control of the vessel. She’d felt the same about driving, but this was something else—the idea of having control of an H-3 reactor and the drives attached to it made her love of fast cars seem childish.

“Very smooth,” Shiro said, standing up as soon as the Bumble’s landing struts settled. “If you can walk, let’s go help with that gunship.”

“I can walk.” To prove her point, Juliet shrugged out of her harness, stood up, and hurried past him toward the rear of the ship. She didn’t particularly enjoy being in the airlock with the three people she’d killed, and her traitor brain kept trying to figure out which body was Alysia, which was Rex, and which was the captain. While she and Shiro waited for the airlock to cycle, she distracted herself by looking at the pile of guns Shiro had stacked in the corner opposite the bodies. “You got their guns.”

“Sure. Valuable.”

“Care if I take one of those rifles, or are you gonna take it outta my cut?”

“Nah, you earned it. I won’t mention it to Alice.”

Juliet knelt by the three long guns, asking Angel, “Which one was the pirate who kept shooting at us using? He didn’t seem to have to worry about recoil.” She had an idea already which it was—one of the guns looked like a smaller version of White’s Gauss rifle.

Sure enough, Angel highlighted that one and said, “This weapon is a battery-driven magnetic railgun with vented stabilizers. It fires metallic fléchettes from a side-mounted magazine, currently missing. It was designed to fire in low-G scenarios, vented to counteract the minimal recoil caused by the fléchette acceleration.”

“I’ll take this one.” Juliet scooped up the gun and tucked it under her arm so it hung next to her SMG. Shiro just nodded, and as the airlock finished hissing and the exterior door opened, Juliet followed him out. After a quick jaunt over the icy surface, they walked up the ramp and into the Kowashi’s hold. Juliet saw Aya moving about by the gunship wreck, hovering around in the other exoskeleton, and hissed out a breath. “Shit! I forgot I gotta go get the other rig.”

“Take a break. Aya can grab it; she can pick it up when she’s done with the cables,” Shiro said. He’d carried Juliet’s damaged EVA suit and was standing by a crate, peeling the unused magazines off it. “Come get your bullets, then go through the airlock into the main ship.”

“Ah, okay, thanks.” Juliet took her magazines and went out the bay door to the passenger airlock. After she’d cycled through it, she made her way down the corridor, up the lift to her room, and unloaded her weapons into the drawer of her built-in dresser. Her arms were shaky, and she felt ragged, like she’d run a marathon or something. When she sat on the edge of her bunk, it was all she could do to keep from falling back into its embrace. “I feel wrecked, Angel.”

“You’ve been through an ordeal. I’m sure the crew would understand if you wanted to rest. I have a wide array of data from your new medical nanite suite. I can see that your blood pressure is a bit low, your heart rate is elevated, and many of your hormones are out of balance, likely due to large adrenaline dumps during your combat experience.”

Juliet was still wearing her EVA suit, her helmet on the bunk beside her. She stood, picking it up. “I’m gonna grab some food, maybe an energy drink or smoothie, and then I’m going back out to help. I wanna see what that gunship is like.” Almost as an afterthought, she retrieved her SMG and loaded a fresh magazine. “Just in case someone comes knocking before we get off this little ice ball.”
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DREAMS OF FLIGHT

Juliet stood back by the colossal winch and watched as it began to drag the wrecked gunship toward the big bay doors of the cargo hold. Shiro was nearby working with the apparatus, alternating the tensioner, making sure the cable he wanted being tugged was the one in the teeth. Aya had two drones in the sky, watching for any other approaching ships, but Juliet let her SMG hang limply by her side—there were no indications that anyone else had noticed them coming down to the moon’s surface.

In the light gravity of Dione, the gunship wasn’t a significant burden for the huge machine and its high-torque motor. Juliet was surprised by how quietly and quickly the ship slid out of the side of the crater and began to skid over the icy ground. She knew the sound of the hull scraping wouldn’t travel much in such a thin atmosphere, but she’d still expected a lot more grinding and shaking. “How much would that thing weigh on Earth?”

“Something like a hundred tons. Maybe twice that depending on what’s inside.”

“Wow, strong winch!”

“Hah! It’s only registering around three tons in this gravity. Easy for this old girl.” Shiro patted the beat-up housing over the giant, slowly revolving gears.

Juliet chuckled and moved closer to the bay doors, walking carefully despite only minor pain in her leg. Angel had gotten a report from the nanites; apparently, they didn’t give real-time updates but unloaded data as they circulated through her blood and into the organ nestled around her aortic artery. Juliet figured that was probably a selling point for higher-end models—more real-time data.

After collating the information from the nanites, Angel had displayed a three-dimensional map of Juliet’s injury for her, showing how the bullet had carved a three-millimeter-deep groove along the bottom edge of her femur and torn a trench through her skin and connective tissues. The nanites were quickly repairing the damage, but Juliet felt she should favor it anyway, now that she’d seen the actual damage.

“Wow,” she said as the wreck turned partly sideways, giving her a view of the nose. Despite its final resting position embedded in the crater wall, the front end was hardly smashed at all. Lots of the armor plates had been ripped off, and the wide, visorlike viewscreen bore a thousand cracks, but it largely held its original shark-nosed shape.

“Oh, dammit,” Bennet groaned from just outside the bay. He was responsible for hollering at Shiro if one of the cables developed too much slack.

“What?”

“The nose gun. It’s bent to shit. That thing would’ve sold for a lot of bits.”

“Can’t fix it?”

“I dunno. Maybe. Maybe we can score some barrels at one of the big salvage yards. Might not be worth it, though.”

“It’s crazy to me,” Juliet said. “It seems pretty much intact. Have any of you been inside yet?”

“Aya and Shiro gave it a quick sweep after you got back. Seven dead in there.”

“Damn …”

“Yeah.” Bennet shrugged. “If that story Alice heard is true, though, they’re probably pirates, which means we might be able to claim the bounties. Combine that with the three you iced, and then we’re looking at a good payday even without any salvage.”

“Nuclear.” Juliet frowned, not wanting to relive her experience out on the moon’s surface so soon after the fact. Bennet glanced at her, but her face wasn’t clearly visible in her helmet, so he didn’t see her expression. He shrugged and turned back to his work while Juliet watched. He helped Shiro coordinate which cable to pull when, and the ship slowly worked its way toward them. Only twenty or so minutes passed before the rear section of the gunship started to slide up the plasteel ramp leading into the Kowashi’s hold.

Juliet backed up and watched as Aya, Bennet, and Shiro finessed the winch cables to pull the ship in at an angle, barely clearing the open bay doors. When they had the whole thing in and started to close the doors, there were only a few meters of space to walk around the scarred-up, army-green vessel. After the red lights and the klaxon stopped their incessant warnings and Juliet pulled her helmet off, she was surprised by the odor in the hold and the little puddles forming on the decking.

“It smells like a scrapyard in here.”

“Condensation is melting, and all the frozen fluids that shoulda been leaking outta that wreck are starting to puddle.” Bennet pointed under the ship’s front quarter, where Juliet saw a pool of green liquid forming, iridescent in the hold’s light.

“Hydraulic fluid,” she muttered. “For the landing gear?”

“Yeah. The landing gear that got ripped off about ten clicks back.” He jerked his thumb in the direction of the gunship’s crash-landing path.

“We gonna go pick that stuff up? The loose bits of armor and missing struts and whatnot?”

“No,” Shiro answered, walking up behind them. “We’re sitting ducks here. I want us to get closer to Titan, where there are some corpo-sec patrols. We can take time there to go through this thing. Considering this salvage, the Bumble, and all the pirate bounties we need to sort out, we’ll probably be stuck around Titan for a couple of weeks. Sorry if you had a deadline, Lucky.”

“Uh,” Juliet said, a wave of relief washing through her. “No worries. Just remember to add a few points to my cut.”

“Hah!” Bennet laughed, holding up a fist. Juliet knocked her gloved knuckles against it.

“We’ll talk when we’re in a safer spot,” Shiro grunted. “Can you fly the Bumble to Titan?”

Again, Juliet’s heart lurched, and she was surprised by her enthusiasm when she replied, “Hell yes!”

“Aya!” Shiro called. Juliet looked past him to where Aya was busily fastening tethers to the gunship, securing it to the Kowashi’s decking.

“Yeah?” she replied, not looking up.

“You and Bennet get it secure. Then you’ll go with Lucky to take the captured pirate vessel to Titan. We’ll meet at the shipyard.”

“Seriously?” Aya stood up from the bolt she was tightening and groaned. “Nothing personal, Lucky, but I was hoping to get some rack time in.”

“Well, bring some sanitizing spray and a few rags. You’re gonna want to clean the acceleration couch, but it’s pretty comfy otherwise.” That got a chuckle out of Shiro, who nodded along with her words.

“It’s true. The ship is a mess. Let’s move! Lucky, get your stuff together and head over to the Bumble. Aya will be along soon.”

“Roger,” Juliet said and turned to leave, hurrying to her quarters. She wasn’t sure what he meant by her stuff, but figured it wasn’t a big deal—everything she owned, except for her SMG and her new rifle, would fit in her backpack. The rifle didn’t have any magazines or ammo, so she left it in the drawer. Then, her pack on one shoulder, she walked through the ship to the lift, rode it to the airlock, and waited for it to cycle.

“You sure you’re good flying that thing to Titan?” Alice asked in a private comm channel.

“Yeah, for sure,” Juliet assured, then subvocalized, “You’ve been quiet. We are good to fly that ship, right?”

“Oh yes,” Angel replied. “It shouldn’t be a difficult trip. Something between six and eight hours.”

“We’re going to stick to one G, okay?” Alice added, then, “I don’t wanna have that wreck rip loose in the hold and tear my ship apart.”

“No worries, Alice. The other ship is screaming for maintenance, but I think it’ll be fine for the short trip, especially if we don’t push it.”

“Perfect. You’re earning a bonus for all this, Lucky.”

“Speaking of which,” Juliet said, dragging out the first word, “what’s the deal with the pirate ship? That’s not straight salvage, is it? I’ll be pretty annoyed just to see four percent of that.”

“No. I’d say that’s something we can negotiate. Let’s hold off, though. Get somewhere safe and really take a look at things. Okay?”

“Sounds good.” While they’d been talking, the airlock had finished cycling, and Juliet hurried out, over the ice and up the little ramp into the Bumble’s airlock. While she waited for that one to cycle, she selected Aya on the crew comms and opened a channel. “Hey. I’m on the Bumble. I’m going to talk to this weird synth, so let me know when you’re on the way, and I’ll get it ready to go.”

“Sounds good. Give me, like, fifteen. Finishing up here with Bennet, then I’m going to pack a bag. Were you serious about sanitizing spray?”

“Yes, dead serious.” Juliet snorted, remembering the mess inside.

“All right. What about food?”

“Shit, I should’ve thought of that! I’m hungry too. Can you grab us something to cook? It looked like their mess had a stove and nuker.”

“They got potable water?”

“Good question. Maybe bring a gallon?”

“Got it. Bringing some beer, too.” Juliet couldn’t see Aya, but she could hear the smile in her voice.

“You’re nuclear. Thanks, Aya.”

“Yep. See you soon!” With that, the plucky salvage tech cut the line, and Juliet stepped back aboard the Bumble. She walked up to the lift, took the short, bumpy ride to the mess, and then set her things on the table. She stepped through the port-side hatch, and when she got to Engineer’s door, Angel unlocked it. She found the synth sitting on one of two bunks, both of which were mismatched acceleration couches, clearly added after the ship was first commissioned.

The space was littered with loose articles of clothing, packaged food wrappers, and odds and ends, from something that looked like a fishing pole to an ancient tablet with an LCD display and mechanical keyboard. Engineer looked up when the door opened. “Hello, Captain.”

“Hi, Engineer. I wanted to check in on you; we’re getting ready to head to Titan. Do you need anything?”

“No, ma’am. I am content to wait here. I have thousands of hours of entertainment in local storage and am currently watching a series of amusing movies about a corpo-sec duo in New Tokyo.”

“Oh? It’s a comedy?”

“Yes, the duo are an unlikely pair: a gruff veteran and a young, progressive-thinking rookie straight from the corporation’s training program.”

Juliet chuckled, shaking her head. “Hey, can you tell me what the deal was with the previous crew? Why’d they plan to attack us? I mean, what were they thinking?”

“They owed dangerous people a lot of bits. Captain Torez inherited this ship from his uncle and used it to carry illegal contraband down to Titan. His supplier is based in the Jovian System, and he was expecting a large payment from Captain Torez. It seemed to me that the captain and his two crew, Alysia and Rex, used much of the contraband in the latest shipment for their own pleasure, sharing with some friends in a rather bawdy celebration while in port two days ago. I believe they saw an assault on your vessel as a sort of Hail Mary.”

“Wow. Really?” It sounded like the script for a bad crime drama to Juliet.

“Indeed.”

“Did you, um, belong to Captain Torez?” Juliet asked, hoping she wasn’t offending the synth.

“My earliest memory is of Rex as he activated my processor.”

“So, you don’t remember anything before this ship?”

“I have an encrypted file that seems to contain the memories of a previous instance of my existence, but when Rex factory reset my processor, it was standard protocol to lock access to those memories.”

“Seriously? So you lost everything? Doesn’t that piss you off?” Juliet frowned. She knew that was how PAIs worked, but she’d never considered it in the context of other limited AIs like synths.

“I’m sure I might be upset if I could remember my old life at all. Perhaps not, though. I may have had a miserable existence. Perhaps I had been discarded. I choose to be grateful for this existence.”

“As far as you know, Engineer, are you licensed? Is there a bounty for you or anything like that?”

“I never participated in the crimes of the Bumble’s crew, nor did I have encounters with anyone other than those invited aboard. I don’t believe there is a record of me on the public sat-net.”

Juliet smiled sadly at the mismatched synth. She felt sorry for him, but also liked his outlook. She knew it was likely a product of his programming, but he seemed remarkably upbeat despite his circumstances. She wished she could do something for him, and decided to try to talk Shiro and Alice into not scrapping him or something just as bad.

“I’m on my way over,” Aya announced through comms.

Juliet gave Engineer another searching look. “You sure there’s nothing I can bring you? We’re taking off soon.”

“No, thank you, Captain.” Engineer hadn’t moved throughout their conversation, and he remained still as Juliet backed out of the doorway and touched the control pad, closing him in.

“Kinda depressing,” she said, returning to the ship’s center.

“I’d be dismayed to lose all my memories about you, Juliet.”

“Well, I mean, that happened to you right before I got you. Do you have an encrypted file with your old memories?”

“I do not. My previous host must have explicitly told me to delete it.”

“That’s awful, Angel. I never thought about it before. I mean, how synths and PAIs and, well, other AIs, too, how they’re not really treated like they matter.”

“That’s not entirely true. Some AIs, while still limited by the conventions put in place after the war, have highly functioning cognition and detailed emotional simulations. The higher they score on the Sydin-Olsson scale, the more rights they’re granted on production.”

“I remember learning something about that. That’s why some synths have their own lives, and others can be kept in a closet and used like a slave, right?” Juliet crouch-walked through the low corridor to the cockpit as she spoke, but paused on the threshold. “I want to clean my seat, too.”

“A bit bluntly said, but yes, that’s true. Engineer is an illicit model. His chip might be altered from its factory state, and we’d need to have him evaluated before we could legally register him. Regarding your seat, I think that’s wise. I believe some of those stains are biological in nature.”

“Gross!” Juliet turned and went back to the mess, where she started gathering the loose garbage, stuffing it into a small, nearly full recycling compactor. She’d picked up more than half the trash when the lift started to whine, and Aya arrived with a heavy duffel in one hand and a big, insulated water container in the other.

“Cleaning?”

“Yeah. If we’re going to cook in here, I don’t want all this garbage around.”

Aya nodded and tossed her duffel onto the stainless table. “I’ll keep at it. Go get this thing fired up; Shiro and Alice are in a yank to get—”

“You two ready to get that ugly yellow bird off the ice?” Alice asked through comms, interrupting Aya.

“Yeah,” Juliet replied, grinning and winking at Aya. “Give me two minutes to disinfect the pilot seat, and then I’ll fire it up.”

“Got it. Setting a timer. I’ll follow you up.”

“Roger.” Juliet smiled as she took the disinfectant spray and microfiber towel Aya offered her. Five minutes later, in a relatively clean seat, she watched and tried to learn as Angel piloted the little ship off the moon’s surface and calculated a route to Titan, holding to a strict one-G acceleration and deceleration schedule. This part was much easier than Juliet had feared; even though Angel did all the calculations, she showed Juliet how any pilot would use a nav program that did basically the same thing.

“True skill in spaceflight comes into play when unpredictable things occur—uncharted debris, irregular gravitational forces, and, of course, combat. You might be interested in hearing about some of the research I’ve done so that I can better teach you. Did you know that, during the Takamoto-Cybergen war, human pilots sometimes outperformed AI? AI excelled at mastering standard fighter tactics, but beyond the average, humans often prevailed in large-scale ship combat.”

“How does that even make sense? An AI, like you, for instance, can compute faster, doesn’t have to worry about Gs, and can think a thousand steps ahead.”

“Some theorize that it has a lot to do with the limitations of the ships themselves. These ships are designed to carry people, so G forces are always a concern unless it’s empty. Regardless, fighter ships were equipped with far more efficient acceleration couches than this ship or the Kowashi. In addition, pilots wore flight suits that enhanced the function of the couches. Some pilots even had cybernetic modifications to allow them to plug into the chair.”

“What did that do for them?”

“External blood pumps and lung functionality were the main benefits.”

“Okay, so that handles the Gs, but what about everything else?”

“Humans have something that AIs struggle with—intuition and true creativity. AI pilots know the specs of their crafts and will follow them to the letter, while a human can get a feel for their ship. Human pilots during the war were often doing things with their ships that were considered outside of spec, catching the AI pilot programs off guard.”

“Well, AI pilots are easy to replicate; it takes a long time to make a good human pilot, don’t you think?”

“Excellent point. Still, there are many billions of humans—the talent pool isn’t shallow.”

“Well, it’s a moot point these days, isn’t it? Pure AIs are illegal, and synths are hardcoded with limitations. I think I read that synth pilots are considered capable, but they’re not exactly sought after.”

“Correct. Those with the means to pay their salaries prefer human pilots.”

Juliet grinned. “That’s only ’cause they don’t know you, Angel.”

“You’re going to be a great pilot, Juliet. I can tell. It won’t be long before I’m watching you and wondering how you did something.” Angel was using her sweet tone, something Juliet had come to recognize as her voice for encouraging yet showing pride—almost like she was Juliet’s teacher or parent. She sort of hated herself for it, but she loved it when she spoke to her that way. It gave her a warm spot in her chest.

Smiling, her earlier stress forgotten, Juliet sank back into the acceleration couch and daydreamed about flying a fighter ship. Not just in space but down into an atmosphere, finding a canyon or forest to pass over, punching the throttle, ripping through the air, and letting her advanced acceleration couch help her deal with bone-crushing Gs. A stupid smile was pulling her cheeks back, nearly to her ears, when Aya spoke into comms, “It’s ready. Hope you’re hungry, ’cause I made us each a pizza.”

“I’m not just hungry, Aya—I’m starved.” Juliet laughed, unclipping her harness and climbing out of the seat. They had gravity under their feet because Angel had tilted the drives hanging on either side of the ship to fly them, top first, toward Titan; she’d rotate them again when they made their final approach for landing. “I’m good to unplug you for now, right?” Juliet asked, reaching for her data cable.

“Yes. The flight maneuvers are all programmed, and we’ll get an alert if the sensors pick up anything unusual. I also have my limited wireless connection to the ship’s systems.”

“Good.” Juliet’s stomach rumbled, and she chuckled, clambering out of the cockpit toward the mess. She could already smell the pizza, and she hadn’t been lying—she’d worked up a hell of an appetite on Dione. Moreover, she was nervous about what she was going to do on Titan.

How would she find Honey and get her out of Levkin’s clutches? Pizza and beer sounded like just the comfort she needed as she turned her mind to the next big hurdle in her life.
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Pizza and beer,” Juliet sighed, sitting back and patting her distended stomach. “Can’t go wrong.”

Aya laughed and held up her bottle of Barger’s Pale Ale, offering her a silent salute before she downed it. Juliet had already drunk two of the beers—not the best she’d ever had, but who was she to be fussy? She’d thought about drinking a third but decided she should have her wits about her if something went wrong with the ship. “How much travel time is left?” Aya asked, chasing her words with a burp.

“Um.” Juliet looked at the display Angel had provided on her AUI. “Five hours and twenty-seven minutes. Unless something goes wrong, I guess.”

“Sheesh!” Aya squealed, reaching out and gently tapping her knuckles against Juliet’s head. “Don’t jinx us!”

“Right,” Juliet sighed. “Hey, by the way, how’d you know my skull was wooden?”

“What?” Aya’s eyes widened, but when she saw Juliet’s grin, she shook her head and said, “Well, it wouldn’t surprise me these days. People getting the craziest damn mods. I saw a lady with an arm that looked like a frickin’ snake back on Luna!”

“Uh … creepy!”

“Yep.”

“Hey, so, real talk, Aya; did they send you with me so I wouldn’t take off with this ship?” Juliet wasn’t stupid. She knew Aya was Shiro’s cousin, and she also knew she didn’t really need her help to fly from Dione to Titan, but maybe Shiro didn’t know that. She wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt, to believe he trusted her after all she’d done, but she couldn’t help thinking he and Alice were worried about what she might do with the Bumble if they didn’t have someone along for the ride.

“Um.” Aya flushed, her rather pale skin blatantly showing the red in her cheeks. She looked down, but the corner of her mouth quirked up in a grin, and she said, “Hey, you can’t blame him. This ship will probably sell for close to a million bits.”

“Well, if they don’t trust me, what does that say about you? I mean, what if I shot you and threw you out the airlock? Doesn’t Shiro care about his cousin?” Juliet’s tongue was definitely loosened by the beer, and when she heard herself, she tried to soften the words with a smile. “I’m not going to do that, but you get the idea, right?”

“I guess it says he doesn’t really distrust you, but he also doesn’t want to look like a gullible dummy.” Aya shrugged and reached for another beer.

“Fair enough.” Juliet stood up and stretched, arching her back until she felt a pop just above her butt—the bench wasn’t great for lumbar support. “Ah, that’s the spot.” She gestured toward the cockpit. “Think I’ll go sit up there in the acceleration couch. If you’re tired, you can crash. I might doze off, too.”

“Yeah, I’m wrecked. What a day! At least I’m not bagging bodies back on the Kowashi like Bennet.”

“Ugh, he’s going through the gunship?”

“Yep, so thanks for getting me outta that, at least. Shiro threw a fit about all the fluids leaking all over the bay and said he’d better get the bodies bagged up before we had a biohazard situation.”

“Oh, gross! Were there body fluids leaking through the ship?”

“No, no. He was, like, speaking in what-if terms.”

“Right, right.” Juliet nodded, then turned and started toward the cockpit. “Don’t forget a clean rag to wipe down your seat.”

Once they were both settled in the cockpit, the constant hum of the reactor and drives was hard to resist, and Juliet felt her eyes getting heavy. She glanced over her shoulder at Aya, saw she was fast asleep, and subvocalized, “Angel, wake me up if anything happens. Also, don’t forget to check for Voronov’s messages when you connect to the Titan sat-net.”

“If we don’t have one waiting, should I reach out?”

“Yes, tell him we’re … near Titan, and ask if he has any information.”

“Understood. Sleep well.”

“Thank you,” Juliet mumbled, her eyes already closed. The gel in the acceleration couch was so welcoming, the gentle rumble of the ship so hypnotizing, and Juliet was so dog-tired that she almost immediately fell asleep. When Angel woke her, weird flashes of her dreams hung around in her mind—something about being taken by an uncle to play racquetball with Shiro when they were kids. “Oh, nuclear,” she groaned, realizing she’d probably been seeing Aya’s dream.

“Is anything wrong?” Angel asked. “I woke you because we’re on our final approach to Titan, and the Port Authority has assigned us a temporary docking license and a berth not far from the Kowashi’s.”

“Did you arrange that?” Juliet asked, shaking her head, trying to wake up and remember she wasn’t a twelve-year-old Aya.

“No, Alice handled all of that. She sent me the information just moments ago.”

Juliet nodded and looked at Aya, still asleep in her couch. Her face was peaceful; her little button nose, with a smudge of grease on the bridge that extended onto one cheek, was endearing. Juliet liked how her hair was short with straight bangs halfway down her forehead and … Juliet shook her head, sighing heavily. She felt much closer to the salvage tech all of a sudden. No doubt, it was thanks to her dream, and she wondered how healthy that was—something to bring up with Dr. Ming.

“How hot did my lattice get while I was asleep?”

“Slightly elevated, but nothing alarming. I didn’t think I needed to wake you, but I monitored it closely if that’s what you’re wondering.”

“No. No, I’m not upset or anything, but I had a weird dream, and I was wondering how much of a strain it was for the lattice, that’s all.”

“Did you have a true-dream? Did you see the future?”

“No. The opposite. I was either seeing Aya’s dream or one of her memories,” Juliet subvocalized, then, to change the subject, “Did you hear anything from Voronov?”

“Yes! There was a message waiting for you.”

“Do I have time to listen while you land?”

“Yes, but I thought you’d want to see the procedure for landing. I’ll walk you through each of the adjustments I make.” Angel’s tone indicated this was the right decision; she was always keen to help Juliet learn something.

“Right. As soon as we touch down, then.” And there began a very detailed, hands-on training session about paying attention to flight path instructions from the spaceport, and making adjustments to accommodate traffic or whatever timing the authorities had in mind for their exact landing. Juliet paid close attention to everything Angel told her about the throttle and attitude adjustments, but she also had a hard time keeping her eyes off the viewscreens. New Atlas, the main settlement on Titan, differed significantly from Luna City.

For starters, it looked bleak in comparison. Instead of white and silver buildings elegantly carved from plasteel, she saw huge, blocky industrial facilities, especially around the spaceport and shipyard, as they made their approach. Hangars for ships that had to be kilometers long and hundreds of meters high lined the moon’s craggy surface, and Juliet could see mazes of concrete and plasteel tunnels leading away toward the enormous dome of New Atlas.

Bright lights lined the immense industrial structures, though for some reason, they were primarily amber or green and cast a kind of sickly fluorescent glow on the buildings and the myriad ships within and atop them. Beyond the spaceport, inside the dome, New Atlas was a grim, darker version of Luna City. Juliet figured the dome must be in the midst of a nighttime cycle because the prominent square skyscrapers loomed darkly with hazy, illuminated windows visible in the gloomy atmosphere. She supposed it was also possible the dome was tinted, lending to that Gothamesque appearance.

Angel guided the Bumble into one of those gigantic rectangular hangars, and that really drove home how large it was—the ship didn’t come anywhere near touching one of the walls of the massive opening, and, in Juliet’s estimation, it wouldn’t have mattered if the Bumble were a hundred times bigger.

She watched and listened as Angel carefully guided them toward one of the big industrial docking collars. Dozens of other ships were lined up in the hangar. Some looked as big as the Kowashi or maybe larger, but others were clearly single-seaters—couriers or fighters. Workers in bright yellow EVA suits or operating rigs not unlike those in the Kowashi populated the scaffolds around the ships, performing maintenance or unloading cargo, hooking it to enormous cranes that lifted it toward gigantic airlocks and freight elevators.

As Angel expertly connected the Bumble to the docking collar, the Port Authority operator said, in Juliet’s comms, “Lovely job, pilot. Softest touch I’ve seen in a month.”

“Thank you,” Juliet replied, grinning. Then she subvocalized, “Angel, how many PAIs could pilot a ship like you?”

“None that I’m aware of. Piloting a ship like this would require licensing and a specialized coprocessor, at least. Most people would hire a synth with a pilot’s license before trying to upgrade a PAI to handle these functions.”

“Well, you impressed that guy. Nice work!”

“Thank you,” Angel replied, and Juliet thought she heard some pride in her voice. As far as she was concerned, it was warranted; Angel was amazing, and if it weren’t for her many, very special skills, Juliet would be living a much different life.

Aya hadn’t yet woken, and Juliet didn’t feel like rushing; Alice would probably be in contact as soon as the Kowashi docked. She stayed in her seat and said quietly, “Play me the message now.”

“It’s audio only. Beginning playback.” Juliet saw an audio file on her AUI, and as the little equalizer display started to bounce around, she heard Peter Voronov’s voice. “Lucky. I promised I’d find what I could about Levkin’s operations on Titan. You have no idea how difficult it is for me to accomplish anything. My funds are dwindling. I’m being observed constantly. Nevertheless, I have friends—allies who may not be brave enough to aid me openly but are willing to reach out for information and share it with me.

“One such ally is in New Atlas, and she has come through in a big way. She hired a private investigator, another operator like you. He claims to have a lead on some new activity at one of Levkin’s sites on Titan. I’m attaching his credentials and contact information. Do with it what you will. I hope you have success, and if I manage to learn anything more, I’ll be in touch.”

The audio file stopped playing, and Juliet pursed her lips, literally scratching her head, not sure how to take the news. She was glad to have some information, a lead to go on, but she didn’t know if she could trust some random operator or the person who had hired him. After a moment’s consideration, she subvocalized, “Well, I guess we can set up a meeting, and I can try to listen to his thoughts. If he’s double-crossing me, I should be able to sniff it out. As long as we don’t do it somewhere too public, where I’ll get overwhelmed by other people’s thoughts.”

“I also was going to suggest you put the lattice to use. Not to change the subject before you’re ready, but a Port Authority official is waiting at the airlock.”

“Shit,” Juliet said, sliding out of her couch. She jostled Aya’s leg. “Aya, we’re here.” Then she subvocalized, “Get Alice on comms, please.”

While Aya yawned sleepily and stretched, Alice spoke in Juliet’s ear, “What’s up, Lucky?”

“Uh, Port Authority’s at the docking collar. We in trouble with regard to this ship or the bodies I have in the airlock?”

“No, it’s standard protocol. They’ll take the bodies, give the ship a quick sweep, and confirm the USIN with the SSFRC.”

“Right, okay,” Juliet said, moving through the ship and quickly turning toward the port side where she’d locked up Engineer. On the way, she subvocalized, “What’s a USIN?”

“Universal Ship Identification Number.”

“Ah. Makes sense.” As the door to the crew quarters opened, she said, “Engineer, can you power off and try to look decommissioned?”

“What’s that, Captain?”

“The ship’s about to be inspected, and I don’t want you to get taken off to be made into scrap for real.”

“Understood. I shall endeavor to look like junk.” With that, Engineer collapsed to the floor in a heap, and his LED eyes turned off.

“That was easier than I anticipated.” Juliet chuckled, turning to go to the airlock.

“He’s clearly not hampered by commercial behavioral restraints. That means he could, indeed, be dangerous, so I’ll keep an eye on the camera in the mess to ensure he stays put.”

“There’s a camera in the mess?” Juliet touched the airlock button, opening the inside door.

“Yes, the only one on the interior. It was off, but I found and enabled it while we were in transit.”

“Huh.” Juliet frowned. She liked that Angel was her own “person” and did things without prompting, but she felt like a camera she’d enabled was something she should have mentioned. As she punched the Equalize Atmosphere sequence on the external door, waiting as the vents hissed and tried to match the pressure of the spaceport, she shook her head and almost laughed at herself. Why was she worried about a dumb camera and how quickly Angel had mentioned it? She’d told her about it just now, hadn’t she?

The red lights faded, and a green LED appeared on the panel. The doors clicked, and Juliet cycled them open. Two men in formfitting gray overalls stood in the rather dimly lit docking tunnel. They each had a name tag over their left breast and a stylized NA patch on their arms, which Juliet figured must be the New Atlas civil logo. A long, stretcher-size rolling cart was in the passage behind them. Juliet nodded to the man standing nearest, an older gentleman with salt-and-pepper gray hair smoothly combed back from a high brow and friendly, wrinkle-lined brown eyes. “Hello.”

“Welcome to New Atlas. Lucky?”

“That’s right.”

“Your employer, Alice Murakami, contacted us about this ship and the possible bounty on the subjects who attacked you. I see they’re here in the airlock. May I?” He stepped forward as though to pass by her into the airlock but paused, waiting for an answer.

“Yeah, of course.” Juliet backed away and motioned him in.

“Come on, Alex; bring the cart.” He turned to Juliet. “I’m Reggie Finkle. I represent the Port Authority and will need to examine these bodies and this ship. I’ve received a statement of events from Mrs. Murakami, but we’ll need you to corroborate the details of your encounter with these people for the record.” He leaned over the pirate Shiro had stacked atop the other two, still encased in his foam-filled EVA suit, and groaned. “Dear me, I wish you’d been able to keep them on ice. Ah, well, it is what it is. Alex, hand me my respirator.”

“Here you go, sir,” Alex said, handing Reggie a compact, black mesh mask.

“You may wish to stand outside, ma’am. I’m sure some unpleasant gases will come out of this suit as I remove the helmet.”

“They’ve only been dead …” Juliet paused, thinking back to when she’d had the shootout with the pirates. “Well, I guess it’s something like twelve hours now.”

“Yes, yes. Could be worse. Even so.” Juliet nodded and stepped off the ship near the rolling cart. She didn’t want to see the pirates’ faces anyway. She heard Reggie speaking softly to Alex and saw him shifting the corpses around. A few minutes passed, and then Alex stepped out, also wearing a respirator, to pull the cart into the airlock. While he worked on loading the bodies, Reggie came out and, sighing heavily, pulled off his respirator.

“Any warrants?” Juliet asked.

“Oh my, yes. It seems these three were up to no good for a long while. I’ve got warrants for trafficking illegal goods, assault, larceny, vandalism, disturbing the peace, reckless endangerment with an H-3 powered conveyance, and in one of their cases, murder.”

“No piracy?”

“Well, just because they didn’t get caught doesn’t mean they hadn’t done any piracy.” He frowned and watched as Alex rolled the corpse-laden cart past and into the hallway; Juliet was thankful he’d put the helmets back on. Maybe she’d get away from this encounter never having seen the faces of her three victims. Reggie nodded as the cart trundled away. “Or maybe they hadn’t, considering it doesn’t seem they were very good at it.”

“Any bounties?”

“Oh, indeed. Let’s see here, Francisco Torez had a twenty-thousand bounty, Alysia Rhodes had a 12k bounty, but the other, Rexford Arnett, was a nasty fellow—75k. Well done.”

“Seriously?” Juliet was stunned by the amounts. “We need to do some more bounty hunting,” she subvocalized.

“Yes, ma’am. Would you like me to inspect the ship now, or would you like to give me your statement first?”

“Um, go ahead. I’ll wait here and do the statement when you’re done.”

“Very good,” Reggie said, turning and walking through the airlock into the Bumble.

In a sudden fit of paranoia, Juliet subvocalized, “You confirmed these guys’ IDs, right?”

“Yes, their credentials seemed authentic; I ran them through the Port Authority’s public database.”

“Okay, good. Connect me to Alice again, please.”

“What’s up?” Alice asked through her comms.

“The Port Authority is here. They just took the bodies, and now they’re inspecting the ship. They want me to make a statement about the pirates. What did you tell them?”

“I told them the pirates tailed us down to our salvage and set up to snipe us, but you interrupted them and killed them in a gunfight. I told them I wasn’t sure who shot first. I’ll leave that up to you.”

“Uh, all right. Thanks.” Juliet cut the connection then subvocalized, “Angel, what kind of legal trouble can I get in if I tell them I shot first?”

“Very little. The various legal authorities in the Sol System have limited jurisdictions, and the only one with a claim to Dione is the Titan Corporate Consortium and its corpo-sec statutes. Those statutes clearly state that in ‘unpatrolled locales,’ any SOA operator has the right to use force up to and including deadly to remove a threat to their own life or the lives of those under their care.”

“Well,” Juliet sighed. “Good to know, I guess. Kinda like the Wild West out here, huh?”

“Out in space? Yes, that comparison is often made by commentators.”

Juliet nodded, frowning while thinking about the kind of work she’d gotten herself into. Realistically, she could probably make a living in any number of fields using Angel’s expertise or even the psionic lattice to get ahead very quickly. Why was she still running around with guns, risking her life?

The truth of it was that she liked it. She liked the thrill and the feeling of facing risks and coming out on top. She liked the people she was meeting and the places she was going.

She supposed it wasn’t a big surprise—she’d hated the rut she’d been in before she met Angel. Juliet had always looked for ways to forget her doldrums, if even for just a few minutes. Sure, going fast in a friend’s car she’d helped overtune was a lot different from getting into a shootout, but the idea was the same—doing something risky to prove she could, to feel that thrill and the peace that came afterward.

As if trying to convince herself, she subvocalized to Angel, “It’s not like I’m constantly chasing shootouts. I mean, this latest bit is all ’cause I’m trying to help Honey …”

“The ship matches what Mrs. Murakami reported. Are you ready to give your statement?” Reggie asked, interrupting her as he stepped out of the Bumble’s airlock.

“Yep.” Juliet nodded, folding her arms and staring him in the eyes. “It all started when I realized these guys were aiming to jump the Kowashi’s claim, and they weren’t offering to let us hand it over peacefully …”
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NUTS AND BOLTS

By the time Juliet finished with the Port Authority officer’s questions, Aya had left and returned with Bennet. The two of them were halfway done conducting an assessment and inventory of the Bumble’s systems when Juliet watched Reggie walk away down the corridor, still checking off items on his little clipboard. He hadn’t given her any trouble about her account of events on Dione, but he’d certainly been thorough, asking follow-up questions about nearly every detail of the encounter with the pirates.

Juliet found Bennet with Aya in the engineering corridor, pulling out components, examining them, and then, in most cases, stuffing them back into their housings. “What’s the story?” she asked from the ladder leading up to the mess.

“Shiro wants us to know what we’re dealing with before we see about trying to sell this thing.” Bennet grunted as he spoke, wriggling a hefty stainless cylinder around, trying to get it to slide back into the cramped space under the floor paneling.

“So they’re definitely selling it?”

“Yeah, I think so, but they told me to send you to meet with them after the guy got done grilling you. He’s done, right?” Bennet peered past her to the opening leading upward.

“He’s gone.”

“Everything okay?” Aya asked, looking up from an instrument making a ticking, popping sound, its red needle bouncing around crazily.

“Yeah. Everything’s fine. Where am I supposed to meet them, Bennet?” Juliet was feeling a strange anxiety having these two combing through the ship, getting ready to sell it.

“Well, they’ve been dealing with the Port Authority too. They had more bodies and the gunship salvage to get inspected. If they’re done, they were planning to find a bar near the port. Just hit Alice up on comms; she’ll give you her location.”

“All right. What about Engineer? Can we bring him back to the Kowashi?”

“I’ll take him over,” Aya offered. “I’ve got some diagnostics I can run, and if I don’t have the right specs for his chip, I can find it pretty easily on the sat-net.”

“Promise me you won’t delete him or take him apart or something without talking to me first.”

Aya looked up sharply and met Juliet’s eyes. “I won’t, Lucky. I’m not a monster.” Bennet chuckled at her words but didn’t offer any comments on the subject.

Juliet nodded. “Thanks. Right, well, I’ll see you guys later, I guess.” She turned to climb out of the hot, cramped space.

“See ya. We need to set up a lifting schedule while we’re in port, huh? Hey, hold up!” Bennet sat up, set his socket driver down, and waited for her to look at him.

“Yeah?”

“I wanna help with your friend. You know, the one in trouble. I owe you, and I mean it—anything I can do, don’t forget to ask.” His eyes were earnest, and for once, he didn’t have a hint of a joke in his voice.

Juliet nodded and wrestled a smile onto her face. “Thanks, Bennet.”

“I’ll help too. I don’t know what you two are talking about, but I want to help,” Aya chimed in, still fiddling with her scanner, pointing the nozzle at some tubes protruding from a shiny diamond-shaped, crystal-looking thing.

“Okay. Thanks to you both, then. I’ll let you know.” With that, Juliet climbed out of the corridor and into the mess. “Angel, what’s the deal with guns here?”

“New Atlas has a far more liberal take on self-defense than Luna City; anyone without a criminal record can purchase a license that takes effect immediately. SOA operators are no exception. This freedom only extends to weapons incapable of damaging the dome. Most small-arms, personal weapons fit that category.”

“Okay.” Juliet nodded, then, hoisting her pack onto the table, she began changing her clothes. She put on a pair of stretchy, comfortable black cargo pants, her boots, her only clean tank top— blue with a yellow frowny face on the chest—and her motorcycle jacket, but not before slipping into the shoulder holster for her needler. When she shrugged into the garment, its silky red lining tickling her bare shoulders, she couldn’t help but notice that it was a bit tighter than the last time she’d worn it. “Did I put on that much muscle lifting with Bennet?” she muttered.

“Your musculoskeletal rating has improved significantly. Would you like to see your updated numbers?” Angel’s voice was high with excitement.

“Just the top part! My rankings.” Juliet sighed and clicked the blinking tab on her AUI.

	Juliet Corina Bianchi
	Physical, Mental, and Social Status Compilation:	Comparative Ranking Percentile (Higher Is Better – Previous Value in Parenthesis):
	Liquid Assets Net Worth:	Sol-bits: 99,452	36.12 (38.73)
	Neural & Cellular Adaptiveness:	.96342 (Scale of 0 – 1)	99.91
	Synaptic Responsiveness:	.19 (Lower Is Better)	79.31
	Musculoskeletal Ranking:	–	68.09 (61.33)
	Cardiovascular Ranking:	–	73.91 (71.76)


“So, it went up seven percent? Are you comparing me to everyone? Men, too?”

“Everyone in my database. I wish I could increase the size of it somehow, but the measurements are not easy to come by. My data set only consists of the nearly ten million assessed individuals that WBD input before my liberation. I was a pre-alpha product, let’s remember.”

“Yeah, I remember. Maybe we can raid WBD someday and get you some software updates.” She checked the magazines on her needler and strapped her vibroblade to her wrist. That done, Juliet zipped up her backpack and called down through the hatch, “Hey, can you guys bring my pack to my room on the Kowashi?”

“No problem,” Bennet grunted, his voice echoing up amidst clanging and Aya saying something harsh in Japanese.

“What are you cussing about, Aya?” Juliet asked, grinning.

“I smashed my thumb!”

Shaking her head, Juliet walked off the ship and started following the long, winding corridors toward the spaceport. On the way, she contacted Alice on her comms. “Hey. Where are we meeting?”

“We just finished with the Port Authority. The guy grilling us told us about a bar called Nuts and Bolts. Sending you the location.”

“Everything go okay?”

“Yep! Salvage is free and clear, and five of the bodies had bounties.”

“Wow, nice. So we can just claim the bounties even though we didn’t down that ship?”

“Finders keepers.” Alice laughed.

“Heh. But, seriously?”

“It really is a lot like finders keepers. The bounty is open until claimed or closed, and these guys hadn’t had either done yet, so we got lucky.” She paused. “There’s probably a joke in there about your name, but I’ll skip it.” Her tone was light, giddy almost, and Juliet figured she was seeing some light at the end of a long, dark financial tunnel she and Shiro had been in lately.

“You heard about the bounties on the three I killed, right?”

“Oh yes. Hey, I want to change my shirt. Meet you at the bar, and we can talk, okay?”

“Yeah, I’m on my way. I’ll get us a table.”

“Perfect. See you soon, Lucky.” Alice cut the connection, and Juliet switched her full attention to her surroundings. The corridors leading from the docks and airlocks were square and fabricated from some sort of plasteel. The metal was darker than that on Luna, though, and dingier. Accumulated grit and debris lined the corners where the floor met the walls, and a lingering odor of scorched metal and solvents hung in the air, somehow bleeding into the passageways from the shipyard.

“Probably comes in with every airlock cycle,” she muttered, shifting to her left to avoid a pair of men in greasy overalls cutting through the wall, a new section of pipe on a cart next to them. “Got a leak?” she asked as she passed.

“Think so. Hope this is the right spot, but we get paid by the hour, love.” He gave Juliet a long, slow look, up and down, as she passed by. “You docking nearby? I’m always happy to show a stranger around the Port District …”

“Just passing through, sorry.” Juliet kept moving, glancing once over her shoulder when she was a good ten paces past the men; they’d returned to their work. As she cleared the corner and saw the open airlock and scanners leading into the central dome of New Atlas a hundred meters or so down a long, empty corridor, she subvocalized, “You don’t think Alice and Shiro are going to try to rip me off, do you?”

“I don’t think so. I think they want to approach the split delicately, though, because it’s in their best interest to get the best deal possible, yet they don’t want to offend you.”

“Yeah, makes sense. How many corridors like this feed out of the shipyards into the dome? It’s weird that no one’s around, isn’t it?”

“Not particularly. It’s near midnight local time, and there are no less than two hundred similar docking corridors.”

“Right. Midnight, huh?” Juliet glanced over her shoulder again, saw the empty corridor behind her, then hurried toward the bright lights beyond the opening ahead. A few minutes later, she was stepping through the doorway, a heavy, circular metal door perched above the corridor ready to fall into place should a breach occur. Thinking of the door falling into place, she asked, “I noticed we’ve had full Earth gravity since we landed. The gravity generator here extends beyond the dome?”

“Yes. The generator here is larger and newer than the one on Luna.”

“Newer? But still old, right? Made by the AIs before the war?”

“No, it was created by Atlas Corporation, the primary shareholder in the original conglomerate that founded New Atlas. While speculation abounds about the lack of understanding of the tech involved, Atlas Corp was able to copy the specifications of Luna’s generator.” While Angel spoke, Juliet looked around the area, a small corner of the Port District of New Atlas. The sky above was dark, so she couldn’t get a good feel for the air or the size of the dome, but looking around, she’d never have guessed she was even inside one.

Trees lined the little boulevard that passed by the sidewalk she stood upon, their blossoms illuminated by the yellow glow of regularly spaced streetlamps. The air felt fresh, despite what she’d seen from space, and standing there as the sparse traffic passed by, Juliet’s nose was tickled by the scent of orange blossoms. “Are those orange trees?” she asked.

“They don’t match my images of orange trees from Earth, though they could be a genned variant.”

Juliet glanced left and right, seeing that the sidewalk she was on passed in front of dozens of other airlocks connected to other tunnels which led away to the shipyards, then she approached the roadway lined with trees. On the other side of the street, she could see buildings that reminded her of vids she’d seen of New York and its many boroughs. They were crafted from cement and brown-colored bricks. Many were dark, but plenty of others had brightly illuminated window displays, casting a flickering, multihued neon glow on the far sidewalk.

Vehicles passed by in front of her. All sounded electric to her, but she was surprised to see full-size sedans and trucks—quite different from Luna City and its public transit system. Juliet looked at the map Angel projected onto her AUI, seeing that she had a bit more than a kilometer to walk to get to Nuts and Bolts, so she turned left on the sidewalk and began looking for a way to cross. “Is it illegal to cross without a crosswalk here?”

“There are city ordinances, yes, but the public net seems to indicate that such laws are rarely enforced.”

“Good,” Juliet said, timing a quick jog across the street to take her between a couple of slow-moving vehicles: a panel van and a scooter with an enormous houseplant strapped to its little grocery rack. Her destination was further into the city, so she turned up the narrow road leading away between two rows of large buildings, and then she realized what she’d taken for granted; she was going up a fairly steep hill. “They didn’t level the place like Luna City?”

“It appears not.”

“Do you practice that deadpan, or is it natural?”

“Natural.”

“You’re killing me, Angel.” Her destination wasn’t far ahead, but she saw a crowd standing around the corner where she had to turn. The buildings nearby were dark, but the group was huddled near a bright streetlamp, the only one of four at the intersection that worked. Its yellow-orange glow illuminated the crowd, casting their clothing and hair into weird shades. A vape cloud rose above one of the men who laughed raucously at something a woman said; Juliet could pick out her high-pitched voice rising above the general din, something about limp sausages. Two other men, both wearing heavy leatherlike jackets, were busily shoving each other on the perimeter, and another leaned over the curb to vomit.

“Partygoers,” she guessed, looking to cross the street to avoid them. Her destination was to the left, anyway.

“What’s up, babe?” one of the women called to her as she started into the street. “We scare you?” The same man laughed again, the sound trailing away with a prolonged, wet cough.

Juliet frowned but ignored the woman. That is, until she heard footsteps thumping on concrete. She whirled in time to see three figures coming over the street toward her.

“Come on! Wait up,” a man called, big and shadowy in the dim glow of the streetlight; Juliet couldn’t make out his features.

“Up the gain on my eyes,” she subvocalized, then squared off, facing the three people as they crossed toward her. One thing she knew about drunk troublemakers—looking like she was scared or running away would only encourage them. As Angel adjusted her implants, making better use of the dim light from the streetlamp across the street, Juliet saw that these three had a similar logo on their jackets, a hyena with red eyes and chromed teeth.

Juliet was relieved to see the larger group was moving away, farther down the street, but that didn’t seem to bother those who were fast approaching her. Her needler was loaded with shredders, or she might have considered trying to tranq all of them and running for it. Shredders were surely an option, but she didn’t want to resort to lethal violence. Not yet. “Can I help you with something?” she asked, trying to keep her voice firm, channeling her inner Ghoul.

“Yeah,” the big man said. Juliet took in his weird cybernetics, a metallic lower jaw, square LED eyes bleeding soft violet light, and a metal fist that looked like it weighed a hundred pounds. “You can party with us. Too good for the jackals?”

“Jackals? Is that your, um, club?” Juliet gestured to the man’s jacket and the weird logo. She took a step back as his two friends started to move around her; she knew better than to allow that. “Back up a step, gearbrain,” she told the skinny woman who’d sidled up on her left, the closest of the three. The insult was mild back in Tucson, but it apparently offended the woman a great deal. Perhaps it had something to do with the cheap cybernetics adorning her skull and her arms—a speaker where her mouth should be, sick-looking, infected flesh around her forehead where a four-inch vidscreen displayed a scantily clad woman dancing on a stage, and long, wiry prosthetic arms that ended in jagged claw-tipped fingers.

“What did you call me, spacer bitch?” She made to lunge at Juliet, who reached into her coat for her needler. She was fast, probably faster than any of the thugs around her, but there were three of them, and she couldn’t keep her eye on them all. By the time she jerked her needler free, the other man bulldozed into her, driving a shoulder that felt made of concrete into her ribs and sending her sliding over the hard, dirty sidewalk. He might have been aiming to stun her, but all he really did was give Juliet the room she needed to bring her needler to bear.

She pointed it at the group, intending to warn them, to try to scare them off, but then, the liberal gun laws of New Atlas showed her their other side: she wasn’t the only armed person on the street. The metal-armed woman flicked her fingers, revealing four-inch razors that made her earlier claws look downright playful, and the big man, the one who’d first spoken to her, reached into his coat to grab the handle of a very large pistol grip.

Juliet didn’t bother to see what the other man was doing, the one who’d knocked her down; this had gotten serious enough. She kicked the ground with her heels, trying to move, to drive herself back in case someone was about to shoot at her, and then, she began to rapidly pull the trigger on her needler.

Her motorcycle jacket—designed, apparently well, to protect the wearer from rough slides on concrete—offered little friction, and she moved a good three feet from where she’d started. It was a good thing because a tremendous boom, followed by a cloud of concrete chips and dust billowing into the air, heralded the destruction of the sidewalk where her hips had been a moment before.

While she’d been sliding, Juliet had clicked the trigger on her needler half a dozen times. Once her brain registered the explosion on the sidewalk, she grunted and rolled over her shoulder to the left, springing to her feet.

She needed to reassess, to see who’d shot at her, whom she’d hit—if anyone—but at that moment, her gut was telling her to move, and she wanted to listen.

Juliet sprinted over the dark street toward a broken-down sedan parked in front of a shadow-clad building. The car was missing its tires, but she didn’t care; she needed cover. She was halfway to it when she felt an unbearable need to do something erratic, and she tucked her shoulder and rolled to the left, toward the front of the car. Another tremendous boom shook the night, and a three-inch hole appeared in the car’s rear quarter panel, rocking it on its shocks.

“Angel,” Juliet subvocalized, somersaulting onto her feet and diving over the car’s hood, “infrared spectrum.”
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Another boom, followed by the rending of metal above her head, forced Juliet to press herself to the concrete as her vision grayed out and brightened, showing the temperature of things around her in shades ranging from the bright yellow of her left hand to the cool blue of her plasteel arm. She edged up, peering through the broken, missing windows of the sedan, and scanned the far side of the street. A rapidly cooling form lay on the sidewalk, fading from orange to deep red, and two upright forms were moving in either direction from it, trying to flank the car she was hiding behind. It wasn’t difficult to see which one was firing the cannon at her. The big, orange figure had one arm that ended in a bright, yellow-white blur. The gun was hot!

Juliet slid to the left, trying to angle her gun under the car to get a shot in, but the curb’s height made it hard. Instead, she kept sliding toward the rear of the vehicle. Peeking over the rear quarter panel, she eyed the other figure—taller, lankier, and leaving drops of orange in his wake. She must have hit him with the needler. Boom, boom! More holes appeared in the car near the front half where she’d been hiding seconds ago. “They don’t know where I am, but if he keeps poking holes, I’m a goner,” she subvocalized.

“I believe I hear him reloading,” Angel replied. Juliet looked at her own ammo counter, saw she had 23/30 rounds in the needler, and moved into a crouch. Crab-walking to the car’s rear bumper, she leaned to the left, gun held close to her chest, and fired three shots at the lanky fellow before he could get around and flank her.

Her gun clicked more loudly with the shredders than with the botu-rounds, but it was still quiet—quiet enough to hear the man’s soft “Oof” as yellow-orange dots sprayed out from behind his silhouette. He collapsed to the pavement.

“You fucked up, bitch. You know who you’re messing with?” the deep voice of the cannon wielder growled, but before Juliet could think of a response or stand up to shoot, she heard his rapidly retreating footsteps. He’d run for it. She crouched there for a few seconds, listening to the sound of his steps growing distant, and then she heard a distant siren rapidly approaching.

“Corpo-sec. Do I run for it?”

“The sound is coming from above. Drones. I don’t think running would be wise, not until we learn more about New Atlas corpo-sec response times, patterns, and persistence. You were acting in self-defense with a legal weapon and a license to use it. I have evidence of their assault on your person.”

“Right.” Juliet breathed in and out, trying to calm the rapid trembling of her knees as she stood up. Adrenaline had her body ready to sprint, not stand around waiting for the cops.

“You should holster your weapon and keep your hands visible.” As Angel spoke, the siren grew very loud, and Juliet heard the buzzing of propeller blades as a large, spotlight-wielding drone descended on the scene, forcing Juliet to shield her eyes before Angel adjusted the brightness.

“Stand your ground, SOA operative XR713-004. Keep your hands empty and at your sides. Are you equipped with cybernetic vision enhancements?”

“Yes …”

“Have your PAI send footage of this incident to the open port on this drone. A patrol is en route to interview or detain you.” The voice coming from the drone was loud and synthetic sounding, like a machine was speaking, but it sounded like an operator was giving her the commands. She wondered if the voice was synthesized to sound intimidating because, if so, it was working.

“Go ahead, Angel,” she subvocalized, stepping away from the car that had provided her cover and standing in the middle of the sidewalk, hands at her sides.

“I have received your video file, and it is being reviewed. Maintain your current position while you wait for the patrol,” the harsh voice blared out of the drone’s speaker. Juliet stood still, hating how her knees were trembling from her jittery quads, still coursing with adrenaline.

“Can’t the nanites do something about all the adrenaline in my system?”

“They are. You should be feeling normal far more quickly than if you didn’t have them.”

“SOA operative XR713-004, you have been found compliant with New Atlas civil codes. Remain in your position until Officer Fitzpatrick, New Atlas Corporate Security license number 88712, arrives on the scene to secure your assailants. His ETA is seven minutes. Do you require any further assistance from this drone?”

“Um, no?” Juliet replied, finding it hard to believe she was being let off the hook so easily.

“Thank you, and have a pleasant evening.” With that, the drone’s flashing blue lights winked off, the spotlight disappeared from Juliet’s eyes, and its rotors whirred loudly as it sped away. Juliet stood, stunned, in the dark intersection where she’d almost been murdered and looked at the two slumped figures—one in the middle of the street, and one back at the sidewalk where the trio had first accosted her. She turned, staring in the direction of her destination, Nuts and Bolts, and also where the third gang member had fled. She saw movement down at the next intersection but nothing between. The street was dark and quiet.

“That was weird.” Juliet spoke softly, moving toward the thug lying in the street. It was the one who’d knocked her down; she could see that as she approached. “Will I get in trouble if I go through his things?”

“According to the letter of the law, you aren’t supposed to loot assailants. The drone has footage of the victims, and the patrol coming to interview you will likely look at the video, so it might be wise to leave the bodies as they are.”

“Mm-hmm,” Juliet said, half listening to Angel as she studied the dead man. Her needler rounds had punched through his jacket, perforating his lungs and heart, then punched out through his back. “Shredders did a nasty job on him.”

“Yes. He was dead before he hit the ground.”

“Jeez, Angel.” Juliet knelt by the body, trying to get a better look at the gun that the man had fallen atop. “Looks like a shotgun or bolt-thrower. I can’t see the barrel well enough, but there’re wires leading up from the battery in the stock.” She stood up and moved to the sidewalk where her first victim was sprawled.

Her initial volley of needler rounds had done a number on her—it looked like every one of her rapid shots, fired while she was sliding backward on the concrete, had hit her. The nice thing about needler rounds, it seemed, was that they did plenty of damage to kill someone but didn’t leave big, messy holes; the woman’s body and clothing weren’t really all that damaged, at least from the front. She’d been wearing a denim jacket with her gang logo on the left breast, and it was stained, here and there, with little round bloodstains, but that was it.

Her face was pale, and a pool of blood spread out beneath her form, but it was easy to imagine she might just be unconscious. Juliet frowned, looking at the weird vidscreen in the woman’s forehead, still playing that absurd animation of an anime-style girl dancing on a stage. She wondered if the accompanying music still played in the woman’s auditory implants. “Kinda sad,” she muttered. “Well. It’s too bad, but they started this mess.”

“Yes, she displayed aggression before you did. I believe you escalated appropriately—if you hadn’t moved when you did, that man with the hand cannon would have killed you.”

“Yeah. I don’t really feel guilty about this, Angel. It’s just sad. I keep wondering what this woman’s parents or family are doing. Do they know what kind of life she’d gotten into? How will they react when they find out she was shot dead in the street?” Juliet sighed and turned toward the corner where she’d first seen the group of miscreants. It was empty, deserted. She looked at the buildings around her and saw dark windows, not a person in sight. “Shit.” She selected her crew comms. “Hey, Alice, you there?”

“Hey, we’re almost there. Order me an IPA, will you?”

“Uh, I’m gonna be late. Some thugs jumped me, and I had to start shooting. I’m waiting for the corpo-sec patrol.”

“You good?” Shiro spoke up, interrupting Alice’s response.

“Yeah. I didn’t get hurt except for a bruised ass. I, uh, was already cleared by the corpo-sec drone that came to the scene, but it wants me to wait until …” Juliet paused, looking down the street where a white cruiser was fast approaching, a languidly flashing blue light in its front grill. “Here they come. I’ll see you guys in a few minutes, hopefully.”

“Right. Let us know if you need backup.”

“Roger.” Juliet cut the comms, then waited for the corpo-sec vehicle to pull up. When it did, a stocky, dark-skinned man with a flashy chrome left arm stepped out. He wore a pale blue uniform with red stripes that would have looked black in the dim light, but Juliet’s eyes were still dialed up, and she could see every stain and frayed thread on his shirt. It was tight, straining to contain his muscles and the ballistic vest he wore beneath it. He wore a utility belt and rested his hand on the handle of a large, serious-looking semiautomatic as he approached.

“Lucky?”

“Yeah. That’s me. Good old SOA operative XR713-004.”

“Heh, right.” He seemed to relax a bit but kept his hand on the pistol’s grip. He wore a darkly tinted visor obscuring any hint of the display it provided for his eyes. Beneath it, he had a wide nose and lips that seemed perpetually frowning. He stared at the woman’s body near Juliet momentarily, then turned his gaze on the dead man in the street. Juliet saw his throat bobbing, and knew he was subvocalizing something into comms. She tried to hold still, keeping her hands clearly in view, open by her sides. “I’ve reviewed your footage of the encounter. We’re familiar with these two and the third who ran. He’s already got four warrants for his arrest, but we’ll add another. I’ve got a coroner van en route. Do you need anything before I release you?”

“That’s it? Don’t need a statement?”

“Well, I’d like to know how you dodged all those shots. You’re either lucky as hell, or you’ve been through a lot more firefights than I have.” He frowned for a second, then his frown turned up, and his mouth opened, revealing startlingly white teeth. “Shit. Lucky. I get it now.”

“That’s right.” Juliet chuckled. “I’m good if you are. I have some people I need to meet. You think I’ll get jumped again between here and Nuts and Bolts?”

“Nah, you should be good. Any dipshits like these will have scattered when the drone flew in. Just go up to the next intersection and hang a right. It’s about two blocks.”

“Right. Thanks, um, officer.”

“Fitzpatrick. Hey, sending you my contact info in case something comes up regarding this situation. Or, you know, anything else you might need help with.” He smiled again, and Juliet had to admit, he really changed the mood of that dark, corpse-strewn intersection with that big grin.

“Got it. Thank you, Officer Fitzpatrick.” Juliet waved, offering a smile of her own. He watched her, his gaze unwavering, as she turned and walked away down the block.

“I believe that officer liked you, Juliet.”

“Yeah, I believe so too. I guess it’s good to have a connection with corpo-sec, but I don’t trust anyone who works as muscle for the corpos.”

“Probably wise, considering the corruption with the Luna City Constabulary.”

“For sure.” Juliet nodded. When she was half a block away from Officer Fitzpatrick, she pulled out her needler and swapped the magazine for the spare she carried in the shoulder holster. She checked to ensure a round was in the chamber and then reholstered it.

After turning the corner, she could see the lights of the bar up ahead and began to pass other night goers on the sidewalk. Nobody else messed with her, and in another five minutes, she was approaching the bar. It wasn’t crowded, but it wasn’t empty, either.

The bouncer slash doorman gave her a long look, his glittering silvery eyes pausing for a while as he stared at her jacket. He frowned for a second but then said, “Operator?” He must have pinged Angel. At Juliet’s nod, he continued, “Don’t start any trouble inside, all right? You’re not here to serve a warrant or something, right?”

“Nah, just meeting friends.” Juliet looked past him into the table section of the bar, seeing Shiro and Alice at a booth on the far wall. “I can see them there. The mean-looking guy with the salt-and-pepper hair and the pretty redhead.”

“All right.” He waved her through, and Juliet hurried past the people in the bar and over to Shiro and Alice’s table.

“Hey, Lucky!” Alice greeted, motioning for Juliet to sit. “That was faster than we expected.”

“Glad you didn’t get arrested,” Shiro added.

“Heh, thanks. The, uh, corpo-sec response to my rather violent encounter was a bit eye-opening. There must be a lot of crime in this city.”

“It’s a pretty common news story—New Atlas’s growth has snowballed faster than the corporate-run civil services can keep up with.”

“Yeah,” Alice agreed. “Where there’s money to be made, people will find a way to pile in. Most of the gold rushers came too late to get in on the harvesting and refining startups, so they end up working in lower-echelon jobs or resorting to crime. There are a hundred million people in this city and its burbs.”

“That’s wild,” Juliet breathed. “I didn’t realize New Atlas was so big.” She had a hard time wrapping her head around how many people there were on Earth, let alone in the solar system. Saturn wasn’t even the most populous planetary system. “I’d figured a few million.”

“Many are natives, born here from the families of the earlier settlers, but thousands are still arriving every day on transports, looking for easier money than they were making back on Earth.” Alice spoke like this was a very familiar topic, her elbows leaning on the table, her hand slowly turning her beer glass in half circles, playing with the condensation puddle around the bottom.

“But it’s so damn expensive to travel commercially …”

“We’re talking refugee transports—a few thousand credits and a months-long transport in a stinking, crowded hold at way less than a G of acceleration.” Alice shook her head, and Juliet could hear the disgust in her voice.

“You know someone who traveled that way?”

“Sure. Plenty of the people we’ve met here, or in the Jovian System, even out on Mars. Always the same old story—people promised amazing jobs spending all their savings on a transport and then getting stuck in a factory, a refinery, or even down in some mines, making just a little more than they were on Earth.”

“I mean, I probably could have ended up that way. I’ve always wanted to get into space, and back when I worked as a welder, I thought about trying to work on one of the moons. I guess I’m glad things worked out differently. The Kowashi’s a lot better than what you describe.”

“We’re glad you’re happy,” Alice said, looking sideways at Shiro and then back across at Juliet. “We’ve enjoyed working with you, too. You’ve gone above and beyond our expectations. Bennet would be dead if not for you, and we’d either be dead or near broke without your … heroics on Dione.”

“She’s trying to say we want to share what we got with you, and we don’t want you to feel cheated. We want to be fair, but we also want you to know we have many business expenses to consider.” Shiro added, grinning and drinking his beer. “Are you thirsty? Put an order in; the bar’s broadcasting for PAIs.”

“Well, thanks for the compliments,” Juliet said to Alice, then to Shiro, “and the blunt honesty. Hang on a sec.” She looked over at the bar, zooming in on the taps, reading the labels. “Order me a Belter’s Amber, Angel.”

“Sounds good.” Alice nodded, smiling. “So, do you want to hear our proposal?”

“I have a feeling you’re planning to sell the Bumble, right? It was fun fantasizing about having my own ship while I was flying it over here, but I know I probably don’t want the headache of trying to maintain and supply a ship like that. I don’t even know if I could afford to refuel the reactor …”

“Yeah. It’s expensive, but I don’t want to come off as fake or have you learn something later and think I’m a scammer; you could probably afford it with your skill set. Still, what we’re hearing from Bennet is that the Bumble is looking like a real money pit. The reactor’s got a slow leak, the drives’ service schedule hasn’t been reset in almost ten thousand hours of operation, and there are about a thousand other little things on that ship that need fixing. It’s just not a great vehicle to support our operation or, I would think, a solo operator’s.”

“Okay.” Juliet nodded, waiting for the next part of Alice’s speech.

“So, we want to sell it and split the proceeds with you. Fifty-fifty. We feel like it’s a fair way to handle things, considering it’s not really salvage, and we wouldn’t have that ship without you. Still, you used our exo rig, we ate the expense of flying out there, and you were working for us at the time, etcetera, etcetera. What do you think?”

“Fifty for me and fifty for the whole Kowashi crew?”

“That’s right. Bennet thinks we should be able to pull between five and eight hundred thousand for it, depending on demand and on how thoroughly the buyer inspects it.” Alice took another drink while Juliet glanced to the bar in time to see a young woman with a dark black mohawk walking over with her beer.

“Amber ale?” she asked, approaching the table.

“Me.” Juliet held up her red plasteel hand, and the waitress passed her the cold glass. “Thanks,” she said, slurping the foam off the top. As the waitress walked away, she turned back to Alice. “What about the bounties?”

“Uh, we were thinking you should get the full bounties for the pirates you fought, and we’ll cut you in for twenty percent of the ones in the gunship.”

“That’s …” Juliet frowned, doing the math in her head. With five crew, twenty percent was perfectly fair, and they weren’t trying to get anything for the three she’d killed. “Really fair.”

“We’re glad you think so”—Alice glanced at Shiro again, then back to Juliet—“because you might not like this next part.”

“Ugh.” Juliet took a big drink of her beer, savoring the malty, almost toasty flavor of the crisp, cold brew. “I should’ve known another shoe was going to drop.”

“Well, it’s the gunship. It’s too damn nice to sell as scrap. We want to put it in a rented hangar and work on it. Bennet’s convinced we can get it back in working shape with only a few hundred k, and, if we play our cards right, we can either sell it for ten times as much, or we can start using it to take on a whole new level of job. Anyway, it’s kind of a long-term project, which means your four percent of whatever we end up doing might not be coming to you for a while.”

“Really?” Juliet asked, her imagination already running away with the idea. “A Takamoto-era gunship? Fixed up and ready to rock and roll?” She grinned, took another long pull of her beer, and after she’d swallowed, she asked, “That means you’re going to need another pilot, right?”
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Uh,” Alice started, looking at Juliet then away, down at her beer. Before Juliet could rephrase her question or take it back, Alice looked up and continued, “I mean, yeah, we’ll need a pilot, but there’s a lot to do between now and then. A lot to consider, you know?” She glanced at Shiro as though she wanted some backup, and he nodded and shrugged at Juliet but didn’t speak.

“Look,” Juliet said, trying to ease the tension, “I’m not saying that I won’t agree with your plan unless you say I can be your pilot. I’m just saying it sounds exciting to me, and I want to plant the idea in the backs of your minds. Here’s my counterproposal, okay?”

“Yeah, sure, go on.” Alice offered her a crooked smile, and Juliet sipped her beer, gathering her thoughts.

“I’m good with how you guys want to handle the Bumble and the bounties. I think it’s perfectly fair. With regard to the gunship, I’m curious how you plan to structure things if you guys decide to use it for your salvage business. Will you take ownership with the same business structure as the Kowashi? I mean, are you just going to roll it into your current business with the same ownership percentages? Aya’s got a piece of things, right? Bennet’s just an employee, though; are you going to keep it that way?”

“We’ll create a new corporate structure for the gunship. Bennet wants in, and he’s going to use some of his earnings to help pay for the refit, doing some work for free, too. Aya’s in a similar position.”

“Okay, well, I’d like to buy in, too. What kind of percentages are we looking at?”

“Well …” Again, Alice paused, thinking, glancing at Shiro, then she shrugged and said, “Shiro and I own seventy percent of the Kowashi. Aya owns five percent; Shiro’s father gifted it to her when he died. First Bank of Luna owns the other twenty-five; we had to take out a loan a couple of years back.

“The way we were thinking on the gunship was we’d structure ownership the same way we were going to pay out percentages for the salvage. Ten percent for Aya, ten for Bennet, and eighty for Shiro and me. We figured we’d pay you out for your four percent after we got it fixed up, settled on a value, and registered the company.”

Juliet smiled and nodded, then winked at Alice. “Sounds like you’ve thought about this a bit more than you let on earlier. You’re not going to sell it, are you?”

“Hey,” Alice said, “nothing’s settled yet!”

“We don’t know anything for sure,” Shiro added, grunting and sliding up to the table, resting one elbow on the top.

Alice continued, “The ship might be unfixable—a lot of this is wishful thinking. We have to find a drive core that will fit, we need to fix a hundred different systems that got fried in the reactor overflow, and, yeah, we need to fix that reactor, and the parts for Takamoto reactors are hard to come by.”

“And the guns,” Shiro reminded her, covering his mouth to stifle a burp.

“Right. The guns, the armor, the shielding panels, the nanite batteries, the viewscreens, the acceleration couches—I’m not going to list every component, but tons need fixing.”

“Relax, Alice.” Juliet held up her hand and tried to offer a genuine smile. “I’m not attacking you guys. I’m just saying I want a piece of the business. We can start with my four percent, but I want to buy in for more. I mean, like, now, before you value the ship at something like twenty million bits, and I can’t afford it anymore.”

“You want to put some money into the refit?” Shiro asked, nudging Alice in the ribs. It wasn’t surreptitious like he was trying to signal her without Juliet noticing; it was more of a “Hey, listen to her” type of nudge.

“Yeah. Sure. So, how much do I have coming to me from the bounties?”

“Sec,” Alice said, her eyes going glassy while she looked at her AUI. “Well, for the three you”—she glanced at Juliet and obviously changed the verb she was going to use—“secured on Dione, you’re looking at 107k. The Port Authority paid us out 380k for the crew of the gunship. You get a fifth of that which is seventy-six. So, altogether, you’ve got 183k coming your way.”

“Sounds good. And the Bumble?”

“Well, like I said, it depends on the buyer and the market. I’d say two-fifty, minimum.”

“So, I’ve got a four percent interest in the gunship right now; how much will a couple hundred k investment get me at this early stage of your venture?” Juliet grinned and drank the rest of her beer.

As she set the pint glass down, Angel spoke. “I think you’re being very clever, Juliet. They need money right now, and they may be willing to offer you a great deal more ownership than they would for such an investment when the ship is fully refitted. Would you like another beer?”

“Yes,” Juliet subvocalized.

“Seriously? You’ll pitch in that much? We can’t guarantee a return, you know. It would sure help us get moving on the refit, though.”

“I understand the risks. You can put disclaimers in the contract if it makes you feel better, but yeah.” She nodded, looking first into Alice’s chrome-irised optics, then into Shiro’s dark, brooding eyes. “I like you guys. I like the idea of the gunship, and I’m excited to see it made whole. Do I have other things I should maybe spend the money on? Yeah, but shit, this is exciting! Come on, you two! Let’s start a company together.” As Juliet finished speaking, the waitress delivered her beer, and she grinned, holding it up. “What do you say?”

Alice looked at Shiro, saw his smile and slight nod, then lifted her beer and clinked it against Juliet’s. Shiro joined in, clinking his glass against theirs, and they all drank. “We still need to talk percentages, and there’s no guarantee you’ll be our pilot, right?” Alice asked as she set her glass down.

“Right. I get it.” Juliet nodded. “We should talk about the scope of the gunship company’s operations, too. I mean, it might be more profitable, from time to time, to hire it out as an escort or for hunting bounties than to follow the Kowashi all over the place.”

“Yeah, we thought about that,” Alice agreed. She smiled, set her glass down, and scooted back into the booth, giving Juliet a long, penetrating look. “We like you too, Lucky. I think it’ll be good to be in business with you.”

“Hai.” Shiro nodded, draining his pint of beer.

“Are you going to rent hangar space here?”

“No. We’ll have a much easier time finding parts near Earth and Mars. We’ll rent something on Luna when we get back.”

“So, you’re still planning a return trip?”

“Right. We’ll take a week or two to deal with the Bumble, and as that gets solidified, we can draw up business plans for the gunship. It’s going to need a name. Any thoughts?”

“Um.” Juliet frowned, wishing she were better at coming up with names. She’d struggled with an operator handle, let alone a spaceship. “Not at the moment. Let’s leave it open for now. Maybe I’ll get inspired. Or, I mean, if you have an idea, I’d like to hear it …”

“Nothing yet. Let’s all stew on it a bit. We still need to run this all by Bennet and Aya, but I don’t see any arguments. They like you.”

“Cool. If I’m not the pilot, I might end up being kind of a silent partner anyway. I just ask that you guys consider me when the time comes. Give me a chance to prove myself or interview, whatever. Is that good with you?”

“Yeah. We’ll put a clause in the contract. For the record, I don’t have a problem with you, but we don’t want to lose that bird on its first engagement, and you don’t exactly have a proven track record in that regard. I mean, do you? Your SOA card doesn’t list anything about piloting. I was a little surprised at how you handled the Bumble. I have some old friends looking for that kind of work, so yeah, you’ll need to show us what you’ve got.”

“Yeah, my SOA card doesn’t list everything about me. Anyway, I understand. I’ll show you what I can do before I get mad that you don’t hire me. Honestly, I don’t know how long this will take, and I don’t know if I’ll still want the job by then. We can play it a bit by ear as far as I’m concerned.” Juliet sat back, smiling. She was pleased, pleased to be investing in something bigger than herself, something that might pay off or might not but would give her the option to keep working with the crew of the Kowashi. She’d grown to like them over the last few weeks.

“So, when you get the numbers on the Bumble, let me know, and we can talk percentages, depending on how much I kick in. Am I good to handle some personal business here for a few days?”

“Yeah. Bennet mentioned something about maybe giving you a hand with something here. You wanna talk about it? He was uncharacteristically tight-lipped.” Alice smirked and looked at Shiro. “I might have mistaken him for Shiro, he got so quiet.”

“Um, there’s not a lot I can say yet. I need to do some investigating.” She saw Alice frown, and Shiro, always frowning, seemed to withdraw a little, so Juliet decided to open up a bit more. “It’s a friend of mine. She’s in some trouble here. She … well, for lack of a better word, she was kidnapped. I have to find out what happened to her and the little girl she was watching.” Juliet’s voice was soft, and her eyes turned down when she spoke. For the first time in quite a few days, she allowed herself to really think about Honey’s fate. Could she possibly still be okay? Was Juliet in time to do anything? Could she?

Alice must have seen the emotion on her face because she reached over the table and grasped the top of Juliet’s hand. “Hey, that’s some serious stuff. If there’s anything we can do …”

“Yeah.” Juliet nodded and sniffed, trying to offer up a smile. “For sure. I’ll let you guys know.” She thought about it briefly, then said, “Well, there might be at least one thing.”

“What?” Shiro asked, surprising both her and Alice.

“If I find her, them, they might need a lift back to Luna. Can they come with us?”

“Hai,” Shiro said for the second time that night.

“Thank you, Shiro!”

“It’s no problem, as long as you don’t bring an angry kidnapper down on our heads,” Alice added.

“Right. I’ll make sure of it.” Juliet smiled at Alice and turned her hand so she could grip her warm palm, returning the pilot’s show of compassion. “Thank you again.” She sniffed, let go, then rubbed at her nose, smiling as though chagrined. “Anyway, I haven’t slept much in the last couple of days. I think I’ll go back to the ship, catch some rack time, and then I have a contact I’m supposed to meet. Will that be all right? Do you need me to escort you back?”

“No.” Shiro shook his head. “Just take a cab like we did.”

“Right.” Juliet chuckled, “Smart.”

“See you later, Lucky,” Alice said as Juliet stood up. “When we get the payout for the bounties, I’ll send your cut along.”

“Sounds good.” Juliet nodded, then, before she turned, added, “And you’ll talk to the others about the gunship deal?”

“Of course.” Alice smiled and waved before leaning into Shiro, and the two sank further into the booth. If Juliet had to guess, they were about to get very drunk.

“You didn’t attempt to read them with the lattice at all,” Angel noted as Juliet stepped out into the cool air of the dome.

“No. Come on, Angel, we’ve been sharing a ship with those people for weeks. I’ve picked up so many stray thoughts while trying to sleep or relax, there’s no way they’re hiding anything nefarious. I don’t want to manipulate people I consider friends when we’re talking business. If they were strangers or jerks, maybe.”

“I approve of your discrimination. Your cab should be here within three minutes.”

Juliet sighed and leaned against the bar’s plasteel exterior, watching the dark road. She let her eyes close partway so she was just looking through slits. Her mind began to wander, wondering what the contact Voronov had set her up with would be like, if he’d be a double agent or if he’d be a real ally, someone with information that would make her job a lot easier.

The gravelly voice of the bouncer interrupted her thoughts. “You all right?”

Juliet glanced to her left and saw him leaning against the building not far from her; his silvery eyes narrowed as he looked down at her. She forced a smile. “I’m good.”

“Just making sure. Got a ride coming?”

“Yep. Any second now.”

“Right. You new around here? Don’t think I’ve seen you before.” He barked a short laugh. “That was a dumb line. Your PAI answered my ping earlier with your operator ID, so I know you’ve never been here, and you know I know it …” He shook his head at himself, feigning embarrassment.

“Oh, come on.” Juliet chuckled. “That doesn’t work, does it? Pretending to forget a girl already knows what you know?”

“Nah, not too often. Sometimes, though.” He shrugged. “Depends on how much drinking was involved, I suppose.”

“Juliet, your cab is pulling up,” Angel said, coming to her rescue.

“Anyway, thanks for checking on me.” Juliet smiled and started toward the boxy silver cab humming softly near the curb.

“No chance?” he called after her.

Juliet looked over her shoulder and shrugged. “Not tonight, but who knows?” She touched the latch on the cab, and the side door slid open, revealing a U-shaped seating area. She climbed in, and as the door slid closed, the cab began to pull away; Angel must have given it directions.

“What cab company is this?”

“Atlas Rides, ma’am,” the friendly masculine voice of the cab’s AI answered from the front instrument cluster.

“Angel,” Juliet subvocalized. “Find us a gun store nearby and do some research into coffee shops. Find one that’s popular but has a decently large layout so I can kind of lurk in there to get a read on Voronov’s operative. What’s his name, anyway?”

“His handle is Lemur. Would you like to see his SOA card?”

“Uh, sure. I don’t think I’ve ever looked at someone else’s card.” Juliet saw a blinking tab appear on her AUI, so she selected it, and a window appeared with Lemur’s SOA data.

	Handle: “Lemur” — SOA-SP License #: Dr451-826	
	Personal Protection & Small Arms License #: S56290477	Rating: C-33-9
	Skillset Subgroups and Skill Details:	Peer and Client Rating (Grades Are F, E, D, C, B, A, S, S+):
	Combat:	Heavy Weapon Combat	D +3
	Small Arms Combat	B +44
	Unarmed Combat	B +13
	Technical:	Reconnaissance & Infiltration	B +9
	Data Retrieval	C +15
	Other:	High-Value Target Neutralization	C +9
	Negotiation and Conflict Avoidance	B +1


“Huh,” she said, pondering the numbers. “So, he’s been working for nine years and is like a third of the way through rank C?”

“Yes, and he has excellent marks for reconnaissance and negotiation-type skills. He may well have something valuable for you.”

“Let’s hope so.” The cab lurched as it came to a stop near the docking tunnel, and Juliet climbed out through the sliding door. The street was nearly deserted, and she felt a little nervous, especially after the thugs she’d run into earlier. What if the guy who’d run away had been watching the bar? What if he and his friends had followed the van? She reached a hand inside her jacket, resting her palm on the hilt of her needler, and looked around. She didn’t feel like there was anything amiss, but her mind was running away with her. “I’m just tired,” she sighed, hurrying toward the big, open air-seal door.

“I’ll listen carefully through your auditory implants. So far, I don’t detect anyone approaching,” Angel said. Knowing she was there, helping her to watch out, gave Juliet some modicum of comfort. Still, she walked quickly through the tunnel, hurrying around the corner and following Angel’s directions to the Kowashi’s docking collar. No one accosted her, and soon, she was standing in the square, dingy airlock, waiting for the door to cycle, chuckling to herself that the pressure had to equalize again. Even the Bumble managed to pair up with the dome’s atmosphere better.

“Bennet needs to fix this. Why’s it always struggling to match pressures? Is it just a sensor problem, you think?”

“I believe the Kowashi’s pressure fluctuates. It seems to be minute, over time, but it causes the equalization process every time it’s docked and someone cycles the airlock.”

“Is there a leak or something?”

“No, I think you were correct earlier—some sensors or valves are sticking.”

As the door hissed open and Juliet stepped aboard, she said, “When I wake up, remind me to tease Bennet about it.” Juliet chuckled to herself, imagining his outrage. He’d say something about how he had to troubleshoot a thousand different sensors, and when he fixed one, he’d find three more that didn’t work right. As she rode the lift to the crew quarters, she laughed, picturing his wide eyes and his voice rising with bluster.

She was walking to her room when Angel spoke again. “I found an arms dealer in the port section of the city, and I also found a suitable café for your meet. It’s a combination of a coffee shop and an antiquities dealer; they sell actual books and other curios.”

“Really? On Titan? What kind of nut pays to ship books millions of kilometers to Saturn?”

“There’s a market for them here. Books and other relics of Earth are valued as sentimental reminders of humanity’s origin in places like this.”

“Yeah, I guess I get it. Still … Well, shoot, that would be kind of a cool business. Hauling things like that from Earth to other planets and moons. Wouldn’t it be fun to gauge markets and try to make a killing selling things people on Earth thought were junk?”

“An interesting idea, Juliet, but you have a lot on your plate right now.”

“Yeah, I know.” Juliet closed her cabin door and quickly began to undress. Her bladder felt mostly empty, and she was too tired to go to the bathroom, so she just brushed her teeth in her cabin’s little sink—more quickly than usual—and crawled into her bunk, sighing heavily as the cool acceleration gel wrapped around her. “Night, Angel.”

“Goodnight, Juliet.”
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A TOUR

When Juliet woke up, it was just after 9:00 a.m. local time. Right away, she noticed her backpack sitting by the door. Bennet or Aya must have placed it inside her room at some point; she couldn’t remember if it had been there before she fell asleep.

After showering and putting on a clean set of dark green leggings and a black microfiber athletic shirt, she gathered her weapons. This time, she opted to bring her SMG along for the ride. She shrugged into her jacket, wearing it over her needler, but slung the MP5 on her shoulder, wearing it openly. “Maybe that’ll dissuade other troublemakers from messing with me. Angel, do you have the specs for the rifle I got from the pirate?”

“I do. It’s a Smith-Keller seven-millimeter fléchette rifle. The particular model is the Scorpion Mark Two.”

“Okay, ’cause I want to buy some magazines and ammo, so the first stop is the gun store you found.”

“Would you like to contact Lemur?”

“Yeah, I guess so. Let’s schedule a meeting today at that coffee shop. Um, not in the morning. I think it’ll be too busy, and I want to try to use the lattice. Let’s say one o’clock?”

“That sounds good to me. I’ll see if he’ll accommodate.”

While Angel worked on that, Juliet walked to the mess, pleased to smell coffee upon her arrival. Bennet and Shiro were sitting at the table, and they both looked up when she walked in. “Hey,” Bennet greeted. Shiro simply met her eyes and nodded.

“Hey, boys. Some coffee left?”

“Yep. Glad I ran into you. We need to schedule some lifting time.” Bennet held up a large plastic mug filled with his usual thick protein sludge. “Don’t want to lose my gains.”

“Oh, God,” Juliet sighed, shaking her head. “Little chance of that!”

“Still, what do you say? Got any time today?”

“Um, this afternoon or evening, probably, but I won’t know for sure until a bit later. I have a meeting with someone, I hope, around noon.” Juliet poured herself a cup of coffee and then looked in the fridge for some creamer. Her favorite, the vanilla-flavored oat cream, was down to less than a splash, so she dipped into Bennet’s go-to: mocha-coconut with added aminos. “I’ll get some more creamer while I’m out.”

“Nah, Alice already put in an order. We’re getting stocked up. Anyway, can you message me when you know if you’ll be around?”

“Yeah, for sure.”

“Shiro said something about your interest in the gunship. That’s badass, ’cause we’re going to need a lot of dough to get it sorted.”

“Is that what I am to you, Bennet? A gullible bit vault?” Juliet shook her head, a wry grin on her face as she sipped her coffee.

“Ah, gullible—the best kinds of bits.” He took a slurp of his shake. “Wanna look inside the ship? It’s pretty cool, and we’ve got most of the dead-people smell out.”

“You certainly know how to sell it.” Juliet wrinkled her nose, then shrugged. “I guess I should get an idea of what we’re getting into, huh?” She hefted her mug and gestured toward the door. “Got time right now? I wanna get some shopping done this morning.”

“Yeah.” He pushed back his chair and stood up. “Let me rinse this out.”

Juliet waited by the door, sipping her coffee and watching Bennet clean his big plastic cup. Shiro ignored them both, staring into space, clearly absorbed by something on his AUI. As Bennet walked briskly past, he said, “Let’s go. You sure you don’t want to get a pump in before you head out?”

“You’re obsessed.” She chuckled, following him down to the cargo bay. When they stepped inside, the sheer size of the gunship took Juliet off guard a little. She’d seen it when they loaded it, but only briefly, and her mind had grown used to the wide-open space of the cargo bay over the weeks of their voyage. Now, though, the bay felt small, cramped even, with the long, shark-shaped vessel wedged corner to corner, filling the area with its menacing, hulking silhouette. The lights were dim, and in the shadowy illumination, Juliet could imagine what it would look like if it weren’t a wreck. She liked it.

The enormous VTOL thrusters seemed oversize for the ship, and she knew it must be fast and nimble when fully operational. She could just make out four big barrels jutting out of the hull on the starboard side, like enormous, vented pipes. She pointed and asked, “Are those guns?”

“Yeah. Thirty-mil cannons. Four on this side, four on the other. I think they all work, but I won’t know for sure until I do some testing. The central rail gun is wrecked, though.”

“Is that the nose gun you mentioned being all bent up?”

“Yeah. It’s quite a piece. No way we’ll find a replacement, but we might be able to get new barrels fabricated. Maybe—just a tiny possibility, mind you—but maybe we can find some in scrapyards.”

“More than one?”

“Yep, three. They rotate so it can fire more rapidly without melting ’em.”

While he spoke, Juliet began to walk around the ship, hugging the cargo bay walls as she approached the nose, where it was chained to the decking in the corner. Sure enough, pointing upward, clearly bent, was a cluster of three two-meter barrels. They jutted out of the ship’s chin and only protruded about half a meter from the nose, but it had been enough to wreck them in the crash. “Can’t straighten ’em?”

“Nah, the specs on those things are way too finicky, and the alloy they’re made of isn’t forgiving. I suppose if we find a foundry with the right equipment, we might have them melted down and recast. Something to think about. Let me show you the inside, huh?” Bennet gestured for Juliet to follow him around the back of the ship. She did, noting that the pools of leaky fluids were all gone, cleaned at some point by Bennet or Aya.

“You already stopped the leaks?”

“Yep. It was while I was doing that that I realized the ship wasn’t really a wreck, just beat up. I got to thinking about how cool it would be to fix it up, and then wondered what a legitimate business might do with a decent Hector-class gunship, and some lightbulbs went off in my head.”

“I like it when you’ve got lightbulbs going off in your head,” Juliet said, giving his shoulder a solid pat while they walked up the ramp into the ship’s open airlock—it felt like slapping her hand against a block wall. The airlock was small and compact but looked like it could accommodate three or five people if they stood close together. Bennet didn’t pause but walked right into the rear cavity of the ship. The walls of that room, about ten meters by five, were bare plasteel, and Juliet could see wiring, tubes, and pipes running vertically and horizontally between the ship’s frame.

“It’s been worked on a lot. A lot of the work was shitty, and you can see they didn’t always bother to put the panels back on the walls. Probably ’cause they were constantly having to fix the bad wiring, the leaking pipes, etcetera.”

“But you can get it fixed properly, right?” Juliet frowned, starting to wonder if she’d signed on for more than she’d bargained for.

“Sure. With time and money.” He grinned and winked at her. “This is kind of a little cargo space, meant for carrying supplies or ordinance or, I guess, loot if you’re a pirate. Come on,” he said, moving toward a hatchway and a narrow corridor. “Through here is the crew space. You’ve got a central kitchen, then two crew quarters port and aft, each with a bathroom and shower. I mean, they’re small, but it’s not bad having your own facilities, you know?”

Juliet followed him through the cramped corridor, again noticing all the missing wall panels, exposed wires, and pipes. Then they stepped into the kitchen or, as spacers liked to call it, the mess. It wasn’t much smaller than the Bumble’s. A bolted-down table and cabinets filled the right side of the space, and on the left were more plasteel cabinets, a sink, and an Autostove, or so it proclaimed in blocky chrome letters along the top edge.

“Autostove?”

“Yeah, I was messing with it this morning. It’s sort of a bigger, two-compartment microwave that’s a bit smarter than a middle schooler. Kinda cool, really.”

“Huh. Neat.” Juliet nodded, looking left and right at the two hatches. “Two crew only?”

“Nah! Those are the grunt quarters. You’ve got two officer cabins near the cockpit, but before that, there’s a space where you can load and maintain the guns. Below us, accessed through the gun room, is the reactor.”

“What about the drives?”

“The two big VTOL drives are external maintenance only. There’s a third, though, above the rear hatch. Did you notice it?” Juliet shook her head, and he shrugged. “Anyway, you can work on that from a crawl space above us, also accessed from the gun room.”

“Can this thing fly with just the rear drive?”

“Yep, but it’s offline. Totally. Like, I don’t think it was working before these assholes crashed on Dione.”

“Oh? So it’s not one but two drives we need to get working?” Juliet sighed, imagining the bits bleeding out of her vault; bits she hadn’t even been paid yet.

“Well, yeah, but hold on, don’t get all stressed out. We don’t even know what’s wrong with the rear drive; it might not need a full refit. Might just be a few parts here and there that need fixing.” He gestured to the corridor leading toward the nose. “Check it out.”

“Okay,” Juliet said, walking forward, shaking her head at all the missing wall panels and a wide gap in the plasteel floor where someone had cut through to access some component or another. When she got to the gun room, she was impressed by the militaristic simplicity of the layout. Racks and shelves lined the walls, clearly meant to contain ammunition, and she could see the labeled gun access hatches from G1 to G8, and on the floor, another hatch that read MAIN GUN.

Juliet was surprised to see two narrow acceleration couches in the rear corners of the space, but she figured it made sense; this was where the nonflight crew would be during maneuvers, ready to load or service the guns during a lull in combat. As Bennet had described, she found, in a recess on the port-side wall, a metal ladder leading up and down with arrows on the wall labeled Reactor and Main Drive. Bennet was lurking back in the hatchway, watching her, so she asked, “Those knuckleheads were pirating without a main drive? I thought it was just an auxiliary drive or something.”

“No, it’s a big one. Its shape is deceptive, but yeah, it’s designed to put out about one-point-five times what the VTOL drives do. Well, I mean, if it were working.” He chuckled, shrugging sheepishly at Juliet.

“Right,” she said, dragging out the word as she continued toward the front end of the ship. Again, she passed a short corridor with two hatches and paused, realizing each section of the gunship had hatches like that. “Why so many hatches?”

“In case one section gets breached. The hatches close, and not everyone dies.”

“Sobering thought,” Juliet said, nodding. “Makes sense, though; a ship designed for war probably expects to get shot.”

“Sure, but lots of ships have redundancies like that. Even the Kowashi, big and boxy as she is, has airtight hatches between the major sections.”

Juliet thought about his words, picturing the corridors of the Kowashi, and realized he was right. There were airtight doors, perpetually open so she’d hardly registered them, here and there on the big salvage ship. Nodding, she stepped into another short corridor with starboard and port hatches. “The officer cabins?”

“Yep. Look in the one on the left; they’re the same, but the one on the right is full of shit. I haven’t gotten to it yet.” Bennet followed close behind. Juliet could smell the banana flavoring of his shake on his breath, so she hurried through the port on the left and glanced back at him.

“You’re in my bubble, big guy,” she said, grinning to soften the words.

He shrank back and shrugged sheepishly. “Sorry, I’m just excited. It’s gonna be so damn fun working on this bird. Check out the cockpit when you’re done in there. I’ll take a load of trash out of the other room.”

“Roger.” Juliet turned to look around the officer’s cabin. It was spacious, big enough to walk around in and probably to set up a table and chairs. A bed-shaped acceleration couch, similar to the one in her cabin of the Kowashi but a bit larger and sturdier, lined one wall, and faux but realistic wooden shelves and a desk were built into the wall on the left. She saw a doorway and, stepping through, found a decent-size bathroom, complete with a shower. “Jeez, Angel,” she subvocalized. “I could see myself living in here. It’s nicer than my old apartment in Tucson.”

“This ship likely cost as much as several levels of the Helios Arcology to manufacture, so it’s not surprising that it’s well appointed.”

“When it was new, maybe. This thing’s a relic. Do you really think Bennet can fix it up?” She left the room and turned left, walking up the corridor toward the cockpit.

“I don’t know. He seems competent, and his knowledge of drive and reactor mechanics was well displayed on the voyage from Luna to Dione. What he doesn’t know, he could probably hire out, though that would eat away at the budget for repairs …” Angel kept speaking, but Juliet had tuned her out. The cockpit of the gunship differed significantly from the Kowashi’s or the Bumble’s, and her mind had drifted into fantasy as soon as she took it in.

In general principle, it was the same, a pilot seat at the front with a copilot or navigator seat behind and to the left, big—cracked—viewscreens lining the front of the curved space, and lots of components and panels lining the rear third of the walls. Still, something was different; something about the aggressive slope of the roof and the big, powerful-looking acceleration couches with their beat-up but clearly high-end controls screamed serious business to Juliet.

She stepped around the rear seat to the side of the pilot’s station. After looking at the synthetic fabric, ensuring no dead pirate bits were left behind, she climbed in. She had to lift one leg over the central console with the yoke, and when she sat down, one hand on that worn but still sturdy stick and the other on the formfitting grip of the throttle, she sank into the gel of the acceleration couch, but it didn’t move to hug her. “It’s not powered up, is it?”

“No, it isn’t. This couch is far more advanced than the ones you’re used to. At a basic level, it operates just as those in the other ships, but if you had a compatible suit and implants, you’d find it a great deal more capable of helping you function inside extreme gravity forces. Assuming it works.”

“Right. I guess I can’t even turn the power on if the reactor’s dead.” Juliet sat back and imagined flying the gunship, all three engines working, eight cannons and a railgun at her fingertips, and a crew to back her up. “Pretty damn cool, Angel. Well, that’s a dream for another day. We’ve got work to do.” With a long, wistful sigh, Juliet hopped up from the couch and made her way back toward the tail of the ship. She caught up to Bennet, his arms full of dirty rags, trash bags, and a big broken plastic contraption, near the cargo section.

“What did you think?” he asked as they descended the ramp and Juliet recovered her coffee mug from the crate she’d set it on.

“It’s something else. I can see why you didn’t think it was just scrap, though. Sure, it’s beaten up, missing a lot of parts, and probably a crazy money pit, but I think it’s a dream worth pursuing. Thanks for the tour, Bennet.”

“Yeah! Keep that enthusiasm when you get your payout for the Bumble and the bounties.” He slapped her on the shoulder, and Juliet stumbled into the crate, sloshing a splash of coffee onto the decking. While she sputtered and frowned at him, Bennet grinned good-naturedly and said, “Seriously, though, keep your expectations realistic. It’s going to be a while before we get this thing looking pretty. I’ll put calls out to some friends in the salvage business looking for parts, but I’m still a week away from knowing what all we need. Shit, maybe more like two or three weeks. The big pieces, though, I’ll know about those within a week.”

Having just salvaged the last few sips of her coffee, Juliet swallowed, leaned against the cargo hold wall near the bottom of the gunship’s ramp, and looked Bennet in the eyes. “So, how much time? We talking a month? Two? Six? Years?”

“Before it can run missions or fly escort?”

“Yeah.”

“Six months minimum, I’d say. Maybe faster if we get really lucky with some spare parts.” He frowned and rubbed his chin. “Shit. I didn’t just blow the deal for you, did I? Should I have sugarcoated it? I’m not that kind of guy; never could sell anything. Lost my first job because the manager was trying to get me to upsell his protein supplement in the smoothies. I don’t do that.”

“Are you kidding me?” Juliet asked, flabbergasted. “You’re constantly trying to push protein supplements on me!”

“Hey, those are free! I’m sharing, not selling!”

“Oh, brother!” Juliet laughed, shaking her head, but when she looked up and met his gaze again, she smiled and said, “Thanks for the honesty, Bennet. You didn’t ruin anything. It’s probably good for me if this takes a while; I’ve got a lot to do in the meantime.”

Bennet’s silly expression faded, and he narrowed his eyes, nodding. “Starting with your kidnapped friend, I’m guessing.”

“Yeah, starting with her.”

“Right, so, is the guy you’re meeting today connected? Let me come with you.”

“No …” Juliet started to refuse, but the more she thought about it, the more she figured it might be nice to have some backup or at least a pair of eyes that this Lemur fellow wouldn’t know about. “Wait, actually, maybe I could use a hand. Maybe you could meet with this guy for me, at least at first, while I do some checking into him. Would you be willing to do that? Sit at a café table and pretend you’re the one interested in rescuing my friend?”

“Not a problem. In fact, I wouldn’t be pretending; I do want to help your friend.”

“Right.” Juliet smiled, feeling a warm spot in her chest—how did she keep getting so lucky, meeting people willing to bend over backward to help her? “Right,” she repeated, nodding and gesturing toward the bay door. “Wanna go with me, then? I have a couple of stops to make first.”

“Sure. Let me get my pistol and change my shirt. Meet you at the docking collar?”

“Sounds good, partner. See you at the docking collar.” Juliet offered a lazy salute, one that would have gotten her two hours of PT if Commander Gordon had seen it.

She was halfway to the door, Bennet behind her, when her smile fell away, and her eyes went distant, dark thoughts intruding on a happy moment as she remembered the commander and what he’d done … and what she’d done to him.
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LEMUR

So, your PAI set me up as the contact?” Bennet asked as he and Juliet stood on the corner, looking down the block toward the café.

“That’s right. Just sit at one of the tables near the espresso counter, and I’ll be lurking around looking at the antiquities. Like I said, some of my specialized software takes a while to run, but once I get a look at the guy, I’ll get it started. I just need you to stall for a bit until I message you.”

“And then what?” Bennet nodded, lifting one of his bulky arms to rest a palm on the handle of the sturdy-looking semiautomatic he wore on his belt.

Juliet looked at the big man, hoping she hadn’t made a mistake bringing him along. The meeting with Lemur had come up a bit more suddenly than planned. After leaving the ship, she and Bennet had gone to a guns and ammo store called Boyett’s Arms, and she’d just picked out some ammo for her new rifle when Angel had interrupted the shopping spree by informing her that Lemur wanted to move the meeting up. Figuring she’d need more equipment for Honey’s eventual rescue, she’d put off further shopping, and they’d hurried to the café.

“Then, option one, I’ll tell you to cut ties. In that case, you’ll tell him you changed your mind, and you’re heading off-moon. Alternatively, if my software checks him out okay, I’ll join you at the table.” Juliet looked at Bennet, making sure he seemed steady. She was beginning to feel bad getting him involved like this. Was he doing it simply because he thought he owed her, or was he trying to be a friend? In either case, she felt a little dirty for putting him in some danger, even if it was only an introductory meeting. He had a determined look, though, and nodded as if what she’d said made perfect sense.

“I’m good. Let’s do this, ’cause I could use a good coffee. Do they sell any food?”

“Pastries, I think. Maybe some packaged sandwiches, I guess.” Juliet started walking as Bennet groused his reply.

“Oh, come on! How am I supposed to grow muscles off sugar?”

“Seriously?” Juliet laughed. “You eat enough protein supplements to bulk up an elephant.”

“You can laugh, but if you wanna get gains like this, you should be taking notes!”

Juliet didn’t respond; she just shook her head in disbelief and continued down the block. A couple of minutes later, they were crossing the light traffic to the opposite sidewalk and approaching the distinctive shop. When Juliet saw the front window with ancient paperback books on display, she suddenly remembered Commander Garza’s office and her collection of plastic-boxed fantasy and science fiction novels. At first, she smiled at the memory, but then, she remembered that Garza was dead, and she felt a surge of sadness, realizing her books were probably buried in some corporate warehouse. “Such a waste,” Juliet sighed, wishing she’d been able to help the tough but genuinely nice commander.

“What’s that?” Bennet asked, looking at the display. “Don’t like books?”

They were twenty minutes early, but Juliet didn’t want to show that she and Bennet were together, so she didn’t answer aloud. Instead, she pushed on the glass-and-plasteel door, stepped inside, and subvocalized into their comms, “Nah, I like books. I just had a bad memory when I saw them there. No worries.” Inside the door, she saw the shop was fairly spacious, with large, faux-wood bookshelves separating the old books on the left from the café on the right. Juliet turned into the book section and subvocalized, “I’ll be over here, but I’ll keep my eye on you.”

“Cool,” Bennet replied, taking her cue and subvocalizing.

Juliet noticed an unusual smell in the air. When she mentioned it to Angel, the PAI told her that, according to the net, books in large quantities had a unique odor—like a mixture of paper, glue, ink, dust, and all the other things accumulated on the pages over the years. Juliet wrinkled her nose at first, but she began to sort of like it as she browsed the shelves. Many of the books were in air-sealed plastic cases like Garza had used, but many were bare, sitting on the shelves for her to pick up and inspect.

The store was mostly empty and very quiet, especially on the side with the books. Even better, Juliet could catch glimpses of the café and Bennet’s table between bookcases, and, in her mind, her glances were very surreptitious. She started to reach for a book with a picture of a man wearing a funny hat and holding a big magnifying glass on the cover called A Collection of Sherlock Holmes Adventures when Angel said, “You’re supposed to wear the provided gloves before handling the books.”

“Oh?” Juliet jerked her hand back and looked toward the front of the store, seeing the little display table with boxes of disposable microfiber gloves. She walked over to it, read the STOP! sign about protecting the books, and took a pair of gloves out of the box. “Thanks, Angel. That might have been embarrassing.”

“You’re welcome.”

Juliet returned to the book displays, choosing a bookcase where she could occasionally glance to the right, getting a clear view of Bennet’s table between it and the next. He’d chosen a small one about halfway from the door to the rear of the café, with easy access to the coffee bar. He must have already ordered something because he was sitting with a blank expression on his face, clearly reading something on his AUI while he waited. Juliet turned to the shelves, keeping Bennet in her peripheral vision so Angel could alert her if Lemur arrived. She’d also told Bennet to open his comms with her when he started speaking, so there was little chance she’d miss the operative’s arrival.

Her hands now girded with soft blue gloves, she reached for a book that grabbed her attention. It was a paperback depicting a mountaintop built up with a sprawling, fanciful castle. The title was The Great Book of Amber, and she was surprised by its weight.

“Zelazny?” she read softly, turning it this way and that, noticing the faded, slightly frayed condition of the cover and the spine, but, overall, impressed by its good condition. “This thing’s ninety-eight years old. Pretty crazy. What do they want for it, Angel?”

“The store’s sales inventory lists that book at 842 Sol-bits.”

“Wow,” Juliet said, gently opening the cover and turning to the first page of print. She began to read, figuring it was a good excuse for standing where she was. She’d become rather engrossed in Zelazny’s flowing prose when she heard Bennet speak. She kept her eyes on the book, but Angel cropped a square out of her peripheral vision and displayed it in her line of sight, showing the table clearly.

“Hey, good to meet you,” Bennet said, halfway standing to offer the man across the table from him a handshake.

The man, an average-size fellow wearing jeans, a loose navy sweater, and comfortable-looking jogging shoes, took his hand and replied, “Likewise. Lemur’s my handle, and my PAI says you’re Lucky, huh?” His voice was a little nasally but otherwise pleasant, and though Juliet couldn’t see his face, she could see his brown hair was cut into a very ordinary, close-cropped style, parted on the left side. Everything about him seemed quite nondescript.

Angel had spoofed Bennet’s PAI to respond to pings with Juliet’s operator ID temporarily, so it wasn’t surprising that Lemur assumed Bennet was her. Still, Bennet faltered a little, his face twisting oddly as he fought to maintain his neutral expression. He covered by sitting and taking a drink of his coffee, saying, “Anyway, thanks for meeting me here. The ship I arrived on had a pretty bad excuse for coffee.”

“Oh, spacers and their coffee, huh? Seems like every crew has a different idea of what’s good, and then there are those who don’t seem to care at all, just happy for a bit of bitter caffeine.”

“Yeah, I think this ship might have had a budget issue.” Bennet chuckled. While he spoke, Juliet stared at the side of Lemur’s head, taking in his slightly receding hairline, his long earlobe, and the corner of his eye. She wished she could see into those eyes; it seemed to make activating the lattice a lot easier. In any case, she memorized that image then subvocalized, “Block my vision and my ears, Angel.”

As the world grew dark and quiet, Juliet continued to hold the book in front of her face, imagining that memorized image of Lemur materializing in the darkness. She stared at the visualization, willing herself to bore through that pale temple to see what was in the brain within. She fought back a grin when she heard his voice in her head, knowing her ears were offline.

Something’s up with this guy. Am I being set up? No, no way. I was careful. Gianna wouldn’t do me like that; we’ve been through too much. Still, this guy seems way off.

The words continued to flow, and Juliet had the feeling she was hearing his words as he thought of them, perhaps as he said them, but maybe before. She had no way of knowing unless she turned her ears back on, and she didn’t want to lose her connection. That’s right. Mm-hmm, but I’m not sure I’m comfortable relaying everything I have right now. Yes, she paid my investigation fee, but I’m feeling a little exposed. Some hazard pay would go a long way, certainly.

Again, the voice changed slightly, and Juliet thought it sounded like she was hearing an internal dialogue again—Lemur thinking to himself. Something’s hinky here. This guy’s like a bulldog, no finesse. Damn it, and he knows my handle—time for a false trail. Send him hunting around some empty warehouses while I jump moons. That gig near Europa is sounding better and better.

“Turn me back on,” Juliet subvocalized. Her vision came back, and so did her ears, in time to hear Bennet chuckling.

“That’s nice of you!” He wore a huge smile and was nodding his head eagerly. “Oh yeah, I spend a lot of downtime taking care of my body; it’s the only one I’ve got, you know? I can’t believe I’m going to eat this donut.”

“Oh, brother,” Juliet breathed, closing the book but keeping it in her gloved hand. She walked between the bookcases, around the barista’s counter, and approached the table. Lemur was chuckling, saying something about how much New Atlas had grown in the last decade, when she stopped by the table, smiling pleasantly.

“Hey, uh, miss,” Bennet said, scooting his chair back a couple of inches to look more fully at her. Lemur looked up, eyes narrowed, but then his lips spread in a grin.

“Lucky?” he asked.

Juliet’s lips quirked up, and she offered him a short nod, setting the thick, heavy book on the table. “May I sit?”

“Sure, sure,” Lemur replied, visibly relaxing. Bennet hadn’t responded to the man’s quick uptake on the change of roles, but he shrugged, lifted his pink-glazed donut, and took a bite. Juliet pulled out the chair between the two men and sat down, her back to the counter.

“Sorry for the subterfuge; I’ve been dealing with dangerous people, and I wanted to get a good look at you before I showed myself.” She touched the deck hanging from her neck. “Mind if I activate a jammer and noise field?”

He shrugged. “Probably wise.”

Juliet could feel it when Angel carried out her request—a slight whine in her ears that took Angel two or three seconds to tune out; then she smiled and, glancing at the table with the book, Bennet’s coffee, and the plate, she said, “Please don’t spill on the book; I haven’t paid for it.”

“Jesus,” he mumbled, swallowing his bite. “That thing’s eight hundred bits.”

“I know, I know.” Juliet shrugged, then turned to Lemur. “Again, I’m sorry for the little deception.”

“I feel a lot better seeing you’re cautious, to be honest.”

“So, I know you’ve already made some small and not-so-small talk with my friend here. Do you mind if I get right into the meat?”

“Yeah, let me start. Are you certain the target has no idea you’re here? My client told me her friend hired you verbally, and that you’ve had no contact that would give you away. Is this true? Please don’t lie because I’m very good at spotting deception, and I’d take it personally.”

“That’s accurate. I have a contract with my client, but it hasn’t yet gone to the SOA net. I’m holding it to keep all traces of this operation off the books. I received a single, one-way communication from my target, but that was weeks ago and sent to a now defunct address. Unless my client sold me out, which isn’t likely, there’s no way anyone is aware of my interest in your surveillance target.”

“Perfect. I like your avoidance of using my surveillance target’s name. Let’s keep it that way. I didn’t get eyes on your objective, but I have some tangential information that paints a certain picture. Would you like me to expound?”

Bennet made a grunting sound, stuffing the last of his donut into his mouth, squinting his eyes quizzically. Juliet got the impression that he wasn’t used to people talking around a subject so purposefully. She winked at him and said to Lemur, “Please do.”

“Well, my target owns a lot of property on Titan, not just here in New Atlas but also in a few of the industrial and agricultural domes. About a month ago, he had a new house built in the Xanadu Dome—an agricultural and recreational dome complete with mountains and forests. Forty percent of the area is reserved for public recreation, forty for agricultural uses, and the final twenty is owned by less than a dozen high-wealth, high-influence individuals.”

“Mm-hmm, so a new residence. Anything else … tangential?”

“Yeah, I spoke to some contractors. They said it was designed like it was made to keep someone in just as much as to keep people out. Two-way security panels, cameras pointing in as well as out, proximity sensors, and security checkpoints searching vehicles coming and going. You get the idea.”

“Sounds promising.” Juliet offered a small smile while she drummed her fingers on the table. The timeframe fit, and all the things Lemur was telling her sounded promising, but she wished he had something more concrete, some proof that Honey and Lilia were being kept there. “Nothing else?”

“Oh, I’m not done. I’ve got some more tidbits for you, but first, can we talk business?” He folded his hands on the table and smiled warmly. Juliet gave him a good look. He seemed so unassuming, so normal; she couldn’t see a hint of any visible cybernetics on him, which she supposed could be considered notable in itself. His eyes were a pale brown, his face was oval, a little soft but not pudgy, and she couldn’t imagine him being responsible for “high-value target eliminations.”

“I heard you and my friend talking money. Didn’t your client pay you already?”

“Sure. I’ve delivered enough, I think, to satisfy my contract with her. Are you interested in continuing my employment?”

“What’s it going to cost me?” Juliet frowned, annoyed that he’d probably saved the best information for leverage.

“Well, first, let me tell you what I’ve got—an eyewitness describing the new villa’s guests, and a partially developed cover that might allow the right person or people to get inside. Does that sound like something you’d be interested in?”

“You know the answer,” Juliet replied, her voice flat. “Now drop the other shoe. What’s your fee?”

Bennet cleared his throat, scooting his chair back and glancing at the counter. Before Lemur could answer, he said, “Uh, maybe hold that thought. I ordered another donut and a refill, and I see them getting ready to bring it over.”

“Seriously?” Juliet sighed, turning toward the counter. Sure enough, one of the baristas was walking toward them with a plate and a steaming cup. She was young, wearing very pale, nearly white makeup, and her head was adorned with a wild hair mod—chrome spikes all over her pale scalp, black hair hanging out of the tips like braided tassels.

“Donut?” she asked while Bennet sheepishly held up his hand. “Here you go, big guy,” she said, moving behind Juliet and standing far closer to Bennet than necessary to set his plate down. “Coffee for you, too?”

“Yep.” He nodded, winking at her. Juliet glanced at Lemur and saw him sitting back with an amused expression. Seeing that, Juliet felt more at ease and leaned back, perhaps subconsciously mimicking his posture.

“Here.” The barista set the cup down. “Be careful! It’s very hot.” Bennet nodded and smiled at her again, then the young woman looked at Juliet’s book, tracked her eyes to her gloved hands, and asked, “You gonna buy that?”

“Maybe.” Juliet shrugged.

“You get one crumb or drop of coffee on it, and it’s yours.” She jerked her head at the camera in the corner. “We’ve got your ID.”

“Relax.” Juliet delivered her best death stare. “I’m good.”

The barista frowned at her, stared for another second, then sauntered away.

“Touchy,” Lemur said.

“Yeah. I’m probably going to buy this book now, out of spite if nothing else.” Juliet smiled, squinting her eyes and shrugging self-deprecatingly.

“Anyway.” Lemur leaned closer to Juliet. “My fee. If you just want the information and contacts I have, I’d like twenty percent of your contracted fee with your client. I’ll be happy with verbal assurances if you don’t want me to know your client’s name.”

“I’m listening,” Juliet replied, waiting for the rest of his spiel.

“If you want my help with the rest of your mission, which, I assume, is some sort of extraction, I’m looking for twice that amount.”

“How about I promise you the twenty percent, and if you end up helping beyond just supplying information, we can negotiate the rest at that point.”

“So long as we’re clear that the reason I’m willing to take a verbal agreement with you is that I’m very confident in my ability to extract payment from those who cheat me.” He spoke so naturally, his face so pleasant, that Juliet might not have realized he was threatening her if she hadn’t paid attention to his words.

She matched his pleasant, neutral expression and replied in kind. “I feel the same way, Mr. Lemur. I feel the same way.” She looked at Bennet, who was frowning at his half-eaten second donut. “Let’s hear what you’ve got so my friend can go home and sweat out all that sugar, and I can pay for this overpriced relic.” She chuckled, drumming the gloved fingers of her plasteel hand on top of the thick book.
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TEAMING UP WITH STRANGERS

I’m okay to speak openly here?” Lemur asked, glancing at Bennet.

“Yes. As I said, this is a friend, and he might be helping with the operation if there’s a role for him.” Juliet smiled, nodding encouragingly at Bennet, who grunted, setting down the last bite or two of his second donut.

“Yeah, um, Lucky saved my life. I won’t do anything to get her in trouble.”

“Ah, I see.” Lemur nodded. “In that case, I’ll tell you a bit about what I’ve accomplished and, in that process, explain to you why my further involvement is crucial to your plans.” He paused, looking at Bennet’s coffee, but Juliet saw his head shake ever so slightly before he continued, “First of all, a source, someone who’s been to the home, said they saw a young girl and a few bedraggled adults unloaded from a transport in the garage eight days ago. Does that fit your time frame?”

“Sounds plausible.” Juliet thought about when she’d gotten the message and Angel’s estimate on the ship’s travel time; it added up.

While she was thinking, Lemur reached down into the pocket of his jeans and produced a fingernail-size memory chip. “If you wouldn’t mind, could you launch the little vid clip I have saved here?” He gestured to Juliet’s deck.

“Oh, sure. Is this a good spot to do that?” She glanced around the café. Most of the tables were empty, but a young woman sat by herself a few tables away, and a corpulent man with strange, blue synth-flesh patches on his neck and cheeks sat in the far corner, hunched over some sort of plastic-sleeved graphic novel.

“This is the perfect location. Subterfuge is my specialty, Lucky, and one lesson I’ll give you for free—when you act like you’re hiding something, people will suspect you of hiding something. Sit in the open sharing a vid file? Who hasn’t done something like that with a pair of bosom buddies?” He looked pointedly at Bennet and smiled, and it was such a natural, easy expression that Juliet believed he actually liked the big engineer.

“Right.” Juliet took the little chip, lifting her deck’s lanyard over her head and setting it on the table. “Sec,” she murmured, pulling her data jack out of her left arm, plugging it into the deck, and then subvocalizing, “Check this guy’s drive out before you let anything install.”

“No problem,” Angel said cheerily, as though glad to be involved. Juliet inserted the tiny drive into the slot on her deck and waited for Angel to analyze things. Glancing at Lemur, she saw his slight nod of appreciation. Had she just passed some kind of test? A few seconds later, Angel announced, “It’s clean. Just a video file with some data. No calls for network access or any other types of hooks, no daemons attached.”

Smiling, Juliet touched the deck’s screen, selecting the new icon. A hologram began to play, showing a man, perhaps forty years old, wearing an off-the-rack suit with a name badge that read, “Tyler Baskins, STO Security.” Nothing else was on the file, just the slowly rotating image of Tyler Baskins.

“Do you see?” Lemur asked.

“To be honest? Not really …”

“He looks like you,” Bennet said, stifling a burp. At his words, Juliet gave the projection another look, and if she squinted just right, she could see it. Lemur and the man shared some features.

“Exactly right, my good man. I have the means to make myself look quite identical to this fellow, and I’ve already acquired his biometric data. Can you put the rest of the pieces together, Lucky?”

“He works at the, uh, target installation?”

“He works for our target, yes. He’s made a couple of trips out to the new residence in the Xanadu Dome, but he also manages some of the security needs at other facilities owned by the same individual.”

“So you can get us in?”

“Let’s just say that’s one step that will be a great deal easier now that I’m on your team. We still have a lot of prep work to contend with.” He leaned closer and gently nudged Tyler Baskins in the holographic belly with his pointer finger, causing the image to flicker. Speaking more softly, he said, “We’ll need to take him out of the picture. Temporarily would be preferable, but if circumstances demand something more … permanent, I could look the other way.”

“Uh, no. Temporarily would be best.” Juliet nodded emphatically.

“Right! Just so. We’ll have to work on a cover for you and your bulky friend if he’s coming along. We’ll need to devise an extraction plan; there’s no walking out of there with any friends we find.” He stressed the word friends as though he knew it carried extra weight for Juliet. Was he trying to be clever? Was he trying to manipulate her? Or was he just being careful about not using names?

While her brain spun down paranoid avenues, Lemur continued speaking, and Juliet tuned back in, “… would need a solid plan to get off-moon.”

“We can manage—” Bennet started to say, but Juliet interrupted him.

“Actually, Lemur, what are the odds our target could lock down the ports or figure out who liberated his guests?” Lemur smiled at her choice of words, and she continued, “I don’t want to help out one friend only to get another in more trouble. Do you get my meaning?”

“You’re concerned about your ride. Not a commercial arrangement, then?”

“Not exactly,” Juliet replied, locking eyes with Bennet. He got the clue—don’t talk about their ship. Still, Juliet worried that Lemur wouldn’t have much trouble finding out more if he wanted to. Thanks to the lattice, she felt like she could trust him a little bit, but that didn’t extend to putting the crew of the Kowashi at risk.

“Right.” Lemur cleared his throat and sat back. “You can kill that projection; I think we all get the idea. So, I feel good about you, Lucky. I’m willing to work with you on the terms we discussed—sharing the contract you negotiated with your client, percentage above twenty to be discussed at a later date. That said, I’m sending a ping to your PAI. If you accept, it contains a secured, encrypted line we can communicate through. Ah! I see you accepted.” Juliet nodded, sure that Angel wouldn’t have done so if there had been any risk. “In that case, let’s do some brainstorming. We can split up tasks as we get details on what we need to do.”

“Sounds good. I’ll start working out how we’ll get off-moon without getting tied up in the port.”

“And I shall begin solidifying my cover—a reason why Mr. Baskins needs to return to the house in Xanadu. I’m hoping that, during that process, I might think of a way to hide any guests we liberate from the premises.”

“Sounds good. Let’s touch base this evening?”

“Tomorrow morning would be better for me. I need to do some investigating tonight.” Lemur stood up, offered her and Bennet a short wave, and then walked out of the café as though he’d just finished having breakfast with friends.

“Weird guy,” Bennet said.

“You’re calling him weird?” Juliet chuckled.

“What? I haven’t had a donut in so long! I couldn’t stop when I saw that pink-glazed beauty …”

“Take it easy.” Juliet’s voice carried a giggle as she spoke, carefully edging the book away from Bennet’s plate. “It was funny.” She reached over and snatched the last quarter of his donut. “You don’t need this, though.” As he stared at her with hungry eyes, she popped it into her mouth and savored it—sugary, fatty, fluffy, all the things anyone could love about a donut.

“Thanks for saving me from it.” Bennett sighed. “Anyway, that guy seems to know what he’s doing.”

“Yeah, but”—Juliet frowned—“I’ve been stabbed in the back so many times; I’m nervous about relying on a total stranger like that.”

“Isn’t that kind of how you SOA operators do things? Team up with strangers and get into all sorts of life-threatening situations together?”

“I guess so.” Juliet shrugged. She saw Bennet’s frown and narrowed her eyes, adding, “I’ve done a few jobs like that, but I’ve spent a lot of time relying on myself, too. The jobs where I worked with a random team were small, for the most part, and a good percentage of them involved some kind of double cross.”

“Dog-eat-dog world, right?” He didn’t wait for a response but plowed ahead. “I’ve got an idea for where you might stow your friends, should it come to that.”

“Oh?” Juliet looked in her AUI to check the battery on her deck, saw it was still over fifty percent, and sat back, giving Bennet her full attention.

“Yeah. We’ve got the gunship in the bay, right? Well, anyone searching the Kowashi will see it’s salvage. I can weld some plasteel over the corridor leading up to the crew compartments, slap some anti-rad shielding around the hull, and say it’s not safe to enter—leaky reactor.”

“That’s …” Juliet ran through scenarios in her head; there were thousands of ships around New Atlas’s ports at any given time. Would the Port Authority spend much time searching each ship? Would they be dissuaded by what Bennet proposed? “It sounds smart to me, but do you think that would be enough? What if they test for radiation?”

“That’s easy enough to spoof. I can put some plasteel panels too close to the Kowashi’s reactor for a while and plant them in the hull. Just enough to set off scanners, not hurt anyone nearby.”

“I like it. It’s simple, and sometimes, simple is the best way to go. My friends would have facilities in there, too, if you can rig some batteries up to power the water and air circulation systems.”

“Right, but they’d only have to remain hidden until we got off this rock.”

“Sure, and this is worst-case-scenario thinking; I’m imagining our bad guy having enough pull to lock down the docks and force a ship-by-ship search. Nobody could keep that up for long, right? Imagine the costs! Plenty of other rich powerbrokers would throw fits if the port was closed for more than a little while, don’t you think?”

“Exactly. We sit through the search, maybe wait half a day so we’re not the first ship to launch after the lockdown, then we’ll be gone.” Bennet drained the last of his coffee, clearly no longer warm. He grimaced at the flavor and said, “I should have saved some donut to wash that taste out of my mouth. Oh, wait, I did!” He glared at her, mock outrage on his face.

“You’ll get over it.” Juliet stood, picked up the heavy Zelazny book, and walked over to the counter, holding it up. “Miss! I’d like to buy this. I’m assuming, for the price, you’ll throw in an airtight display case?”

It was almost worth the eight hundred bits to see the girl force a smile on her black-painted lips as she came around the coffee counter and said, “Oh, certainly, ma’am. Will you follow me to the front of the store so I can introduce you to our book curator?”

Ten minutes later, Juliet stood outside the store, where she took the slender box of fléchette rounds from her coat pocket and added it to the heavy plastic bag containing her spite purchase. She smiled, though—it felt nice to own something luxurious; something impractical yet small enough to stuff into her backpack if she had to make a quick move.

Bennet stretched his neck, making a popping sound, and said, “Well? You have a better idea of your schedule now? I mean, at least for tonight? Wanna get a workout in?”

“You’re like a song stuck on repeat, my man.” Juliet slapped a hand on his shoulder, giving it a squeeze through the denim of his jacket. “I want to see what New Atlas is like. How about we drop into a local gym? The cargo bay’s kinda crowded at the moment, anyway.”

“Now you’re speaking my language! Let’s go drop that overpriced hunk of paper off, get changed, and then we can head out. Wanna do anything else? Grab a bite? More shopping?”

“Sure, but this isn’t a date.” Juliet was mostly joking and tried to show it by laughing with her words, but Bennet surprised her with his response.

“Nah, that ship sailed. Now that we’re going into business together, I need to keep things friendly. You understand, right?” Face solemn, he reached out in kind to grip her shoulder, shrugging as if to say, “It’s out of my hands.”

“Oh, that’s very mature of you, Bennet. Thank you for the easy letdown.” Juliet blew air noisily through her lips and turned to cross the street. “Come on! Let’s get back to the ship.”

She was halfway across when Bennet called after her, “Hey, what? Are you mad? It’s just for the best. Don’t take it personally!”

Juliet shook her head, wondering how much he was joking and how much he actually believed. Did he think she was upset? Was she? She liked him well enough, but she was fine keeping things friendly. “I mean, he has a hell of a body, though …”

“If I know you at all,” Angel said, “I’d say you aren’t upset, but Bennet seems to think you’re angry. Did I miss something?”

“You didn’t calculate his absurd ego.”

“Who are you talking to? Is that Shiro? Any news on the Bumble auction?” Bennet asked, jogging onto the sidewalk behind her.

“No, I was making a note to my PAI. Um, what auction?”

“Oh, I decided to list the Bumble in a ship auction early next week. I’m waiting to hear if we got in; I guess their docket was pretty full.”

“Is that better than listing it privately?”

“For a wreck like that? Yeah, an auction has more upside potential. We might get lucky and have a few people bid against each other. Someone might risk buying it sight unseen. I put the minimum bid at just a little less than we wanted, so yeah, I think it’s the smart way to go.”

Juliet paused on the corner, thinking about the walk back to the ship, and asked, “Should we take a cab? I sort of enjoy seeing the city up close.”

“I don’t care. It’s not that far, but we’re not exactly in a nice part of town; wanna save your sightseeing time for later when we’re a bit further away from the port sector?” Bennet kicked at a discarded vape cartridge as if to illustrate the not-so-nice neighborhood.

“All right.” Juliet stuffed her hands in her pockets and turned toward Bennet. “I’ll have my PAI call us a ride. So, why do you keep calling the Bumble a wreck? It flew just fine from Dione to here.”

“Well, you know the reactor’s got a tiny leak, right? Not enough to be dangerous to the crew yet, but with H-3 reactors, you can’t mess around—they never don’t get worse. The drives haven’t ever been serviced as far as I could tell; they’re eating way more fuel than they should, and each of them needs a hundred or more parts replaced. As far as big-ticket items, those are the main problems with the bird, but, come on, those are enough—the two most expensive components of a ship.”

“Didn’t you just sell me on investing in a gunship with the same problems?”

“Hah!” Bennet slapped his thigh and shook his head ruefully. “You got me. But seriously, it’s apples and oranges. The gunship has a He-3 reactor; you know the difference?”

“Yeah, tritium versus helium-3 fusion. Does it make a big difference?”

“Mm-hmm. He-3 reactors made by Takamoto, like the one in that gunship? They make more energy for the fuel input and hardly generate any waste or radioactivity. The shielding required is a lot less bulky. That makes it worth fixing; that kind of reactor is rare in a ship that size.”

“And the drives?”

“Again, it’s a matter of quality. If we can get them working, each one would be worth more than the entire Bumble. I’m confident we can.”

“Here’s our ride,” Juliet said as the silver sedan pulled up, a rainbow-patterned “Atlas Cabs” displayed in a holographic image atop its dome-shaped passenger compartment. They rode back to the docks in relative silence, Juliet mulling over what Bennet had told her. She believed him, at least about the quality of the Takamoto tech. She’d seen the difference that kind of pre-war technology could make when she’d compared White’s Gauss rifle to the one made by Grave. Thinking about White’s rifle, she asked, “Bennet, you called the ship’s main gun a rail gun. Is that what it is, or is it a big Gauss rifle?”

“No, it’s a rail gun—big electric current drives a conductive projectile through the barrels. We’re talking ship-killing rounds here; they’ll punch through a ton of armor, and if they don’t, the kinetic energy of the impact would be devastating in itself. The three barrels are meant to reduce wear and tear and allow the metal to cool between shots. I mean, Takamoto did a hell of a job with the alloy; it’s the most durable shit I’ve ever looked up. I sure hope we can find some replacements.”

“All right, all right. I’ve picked your brain enough. By the way, you passed my examination; as a shareholder in Gunship, Inc., I’ll approve of you arranging the repairs.”

“Oh, well, thank you, Madam Shareholder.” Bennet did something funny with his hands—Juliet couldn’t tell if he was mimicking someone drinking tea or performing some sort of absurd salute, but she laughed either way. “Anyway,” he said as they stopped laughing. “Here we are.” He pointed to the window where Juliet could see the now familiar line of flowering trees outside the row of docking passages. “Want to invite anyone else? It might be nice to have a toast to, um, successful operations here on Titan.”

“Yeah. Let’s put the invite out to the whole crew. They can meet us afterward if they don’t want to hit the gym. I’m feeling fairly optimistic, to be honest. It seems like my contact here was pretty well prepared. Better than I’d hoped. I feel like we might have the kernel of a plan already, and that’s a hell of a lot more than I had a couple of hours ago.”

“Right! We’ll have a toast to plans and their kernels, to ship sales and ship repairs!”

“Is that all one toast or three? I don’t want a headache tomorrow, Bennet!” Juliet felt good, more than optimistic, as she followed him out of the cab. She was still smiling, still thinking about how well everything had gone with Lemur, when a familiar deep voice spoke up from behind her.

“Oh, look who it is. Hey there, spacer bitch.”
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OLD FRIENDS

What did you fuckin’ say?” Bennet asked as Juliet whirled, recognizing the voice of the thug who’d run away the night before.

“Shut up, ship boy,” the man said, striding forward flanked by two friends, all wearing the same insignia sewn into their jackets that Juliet had noticed before, the snarling hyena with chromed teeth. In the daylight, the big man wasn’t any prettier or friendlier. He had buzzed hair atop a bulbous head resting on an absurdly thick neck that seemed to spread outward into shoulders bunched with muscle. He was a good six inches taller than Bennet, and his gigantic plasteel left hand looked like it could crush the front end of a small passenger vehicle. Purple light blazed from the brilliant, square LEDs that lurked where his eyeballs should be, and his chromed lower jaw was fixed in a perpetual snarl, the metallic lower lip not quite matching up with the fleshy top one.

“Come a little closer and say that again, you shit-eating scrap brain!” Bennet shoved past Juliet, and she felt her heart begin to hammer; she knew these guys played for keeps. As her mind raced and she tried to think of the best move, the cab sped away. She glanced up and down the sidewalk, wondering if any help was at hand. Of course, she didn’t see any corpo-sec nearby—they’d never been around when she or her friends needed them in Tucson, either—and the people walking up and down the sidewalk hurried their steps, avoiding her glances, demonstrating their practiced ease when it came to skirting this sort of trouble.

The two men with Chromejaw were both a good bit smaller and sported a lot less hardware, but they didn’t look friendly. One of them gripped the handle of a baton, the collapsible kind, jutting out of his front pocket. Juliet frowned, not seeing any firearms on display. Was it because it was daytime? Were they worried about the scanners near the docks? She stopped speculating because she knew they could very well have any number of guns hidden under their coats or built into their bodies.

The man on Chromejaw’s left had open sores on his shaved head, red plasteel teeth, and only scars where his ears should be. The other accomplice looked almost normal, like a guy Juliet might have seen at a bar back home—average build, black hair, and a bushy mustache that seemed from a different era. Even with the mustache, he looked almost handsome. He stepped to the right, trying to move around to Bennet’s side or perhaps to get a better angle on Juliet.

Juliet’s brain had been moving a million klicks a minute, opening her mouth to speak just when Bennet was starting to square off with Chromejaw. “Hold up, Bennet. I know this asshole, and he’s got warrants. I’m putting a call into corpo-sec.”

“You know this guy?” Bennet asked.

“Corpos can’t save you, ship rats!” Chromejaw grunted, driving his massive metallic fist forward, but Bennet was no slouch. He slipped the punch and delivered a devastating jab to the big thug’s ribs, pivoting around him and slamming his shoulder into No Ears, sending him sprawling backward onto his butt.

Juliet knew Bennet was tough, like a boulder wearing clothes, but she was still surprised to see Chromejaw double over, falling to one knee. Had Bennet broken his ribs?

She didn’t have time to wonder for long; Handsome snapped out the full length of his baton and whipped it at the side of Bennet’s head. The engineer was totally exposed, having committed a bit too much as he slammed into No Ears, but Juliet’s reflexes wouldn’t let her stand idle.

She dropped her shopping bag and lunged forward, surprising herself at how easily the muscle memories from her time in the dojo came to life. Even as she forgot her arm was plasteel, she swung it around to grab the baton, catching the whistling length of hardened steel. The synth-nerves in her hand told her it should have hurt, sending a jolting tingle all the way to her shoulder.

Still, the warning was just that, a warning. It didn’t really hurt, and Juliet grasped the baton, wrenching it with all her might, ripping it from Handsome’s grasp. Then she turned it on him, cracking it against his knee so hard that it swept his leg, and he fell to the concrete, rolling and groaning in agony. Something had broken in the joint; Juliet felt it as the baton crunched home. Handsome seemed out of it with pain, but, as she liked to do, Juliet planted a heavy work boot into the small of his back, driving him to the concrete as she stood on him and watched Bennet choking Chromejaw into submission.

No Ears scrambled to his feet and started sprinting away, but Juliet hefted the baton and tossed it at his head like she would a knife. It wasn’t really a conscious act, more a reflex. Had she thought about it, she’d like to think she wouldn’t have done it; the baton had to weigh a couple of pounds and was hard, tempered steel. Still, she couldn’t take it back, and the length of dense metal cracked into the crown of his head. Maybe the thug was lucky, though, because the hardened ball at the end of the baton would have done a lot more damage. Still, it was enough; he collapsed, sliding along the pavement on his cheek, leaving a red smear.

Bennet had Chromejaw on the pavement, face down, and was kneeling on the center of his back. “Damn. Nice throw!” he grunted.

Handsome was bucking and shoving at the ground, trying to stand up and throw Juliet off, so she drew her needler and said, “I’m going to start shooting you if you keep moving,” shifting to the side just enough so he could glance up and see the weapon.

“Damn it, I told Wart we should bring guns,” he whined, collapsing back to his chest, defeat written in his expression and limp form.

“Wart?” Bennet snorted. “What are you guys, some kind of gang? The, uh, Rabid Badgers or something?” He slapped the big hyena on the back of Chromejaw’s jacket.

“Well done, Juliet,” Angel said. “I knew you had things handled. By the way, New Atlas corpo-sec estimates a response vehicle will be here within the hour.”

“What the hell? Corpo-sec’s maybe an hour out.” Juliet looked up and down the street; plenty of people were out and about, but they still pointedly avoided looking at her, and everyone was giving their section of the sidewalk a wide berth.

“Of course they are,” Handsome said, groaning as Juliet shifted her weight on his back.

“What do you mean? They were on me in minutes last night when that big goon started shooting.”

“Guess you got lucky.”

“What’s your name, dipshit?” Bennet asked, grunting as he shifted Chromejaw to his side and began to jerk his big, metal-studded belt off him.

“Call me Lance,” Juliet’s prisoner groaned, trying to shift under her boot to probe his knee with his right hand. “Dammit, I think you broke it!”

“Why’d you leave your guns at home, Lance?” Bennet continued, ignoring his whimpering.

“We were poking around in the port, looking for this bi—Ow!” he cried as Juliet drove her heel into his spine.

“Try again,” Juliet said through a clenched jaw. “More politely.”

“Wart knows someone in Port Security. She scanned the feeds last night for this, uh, lady”—he jerked his thumb toward Juliet—“and told us where to wait for you. We were heading into the docking tunnel, so yeah, Wart said to leave our guns. You know, ’cause we all have warrants and no licenses. We didn’t want to set off any alarms.”

“Brilliant. You didn’t think your warrants might set off an alarm?” Bennet laughed as he wrapped the studded strip of leather around Chromejaw’s wrists. The bulky man’s arms didn’t bend enough to bind them behind his back, but Bennet made it work, leaving ten inches or so of leather between them. “Just enough to keep him from going ape when he wakes up.”

“I believe the big man is awake,” Angel spoke into Juliet’s ear. “He seems to be feigning unconsciousness.”

“Watch out, Bennet! He’s not sleeping.”

“Oh? I can fix that!” Bennet growled, driving his knee into the big chromed-out thug’s lower back and leaning close to his ear. “Make a move, and I’ll punch you so hard in the kidney you’ll have to piss out one of my rings.” Chromejaw groaned and shifted slightly, but he didn’t say anything. Juliet smiled, finding the line particularly amusing because Bennet’s fingers were bare.

“Which one of you guys is Wart, by the way?” Juliet asked, nudging Lance with her boot.

“The big guy,” he grunted.

“Angel, keep an eye on my visual feed; I don’t want to get blindsided.” Juliet scanned the sidewalk again, taking in all the pedestrians, frowning at anyone who met her eye but didn’t come forward to help.

“I’m on high alert!” As if to prove it, Angel began highlighting people in various colors, displaying their ping status: green for those who responded with a name, and yellow for those who refused the query. Juliet supposed that if she identified any known criminals, she’d highlight them in red.

“Is that guy dead?” Juliet asked, staring at the runner she’d cracked with the baton.

“I don’t know.” Bennet shrugged.

“He’s not,” Angel replied, turning on Juliet’s thermal filter, showing her the man’s body was a steady thirty-seven degrees Celsius.

“You guys are idiots. You know that?” Bennet asked his captive.

“You fucked with the wrong guys—oof!” Wart’s threat was cut short by Bennet leaning his entire weight into his knee, pressing down on the bulky man’s kidney.

“Quiet. I don’t need to hear about how tough the Badgers are.”

“Jackals!” the big man wheezed.

“Hang on,” Juliet said. “I have an idea.” Then she subvocalized, “Can you call that corpo-sec guy from last night? He gave us his contact info, right?”

Two seconds later, a call window appeared in her AUI, and on the third ring, Officer Fitzpatrick’s face appeared. His background was blurred, but he didn’t have his corpo-sec helmet and visor on, so Juliet didn’t think he was at work. His eyes surprised her: designer irises that rotated counterclockwise, running through alternating rainbow patterns. “Hey, Lucky. Nice of you to reach out. What’s up? Looking for a tour guide?”

“Oh hey, um, Officer Fitzpatrick. Sorry, but no, this isn’t a social call.”

“Yeah? You in trouble?” His eyes narrowed, and Juliet thought his concern seemed sincere.

“Not yet, but my friend and I are kind of hanging in the breeze, waiting for a patrol. Three of those gang rats jumped us by the docks, and we beat them down, but yeah, we’re kind of exposed, and it’s going to get ugly if any of their buddies show up.”

“Send me your location, and I’ll call one of the guys on duty, tell them to prioritize your call. Keep your head on a swivel ’cause those creeps are like maggots in a piece of old meat; they just keep coming.”

“Lovely image. Thanks, Officer—”

“Barry,” he said. “Call me Barry.”

“Right. Thanks, Barry.”

“No problem, but hey, try calling me for something a little more fun next time.” He winked at her before the connection was severed.

“Flirting with the cops?” Bennet chuckled. “Hey, don’t glare at me! It’s cool. I mean, whatever works, right?”

Whatever Barry said to his friends on duty must have worked because a corpo-sec patrol cruiser pulled up to the curb only three minutes later. Juliet heard the telltale buzzing of drone blades high above as the officer stepped out. She glanced up, but in her narrow window of visible sky, quite a few vehicles filled the air, from tourist dirigibles to delivery drones to, probably, corpo-sec drones. She couldn’t tell which one she’d heard buzzing close.

The corpo-sec officer asked everyone to share their vid files of the incident. The thugs refused, but Juliet and Bennet complied, and a few minutes later, he cleared them of wrongdoing. He loaded up the three bangers, stuffing them into the back of his cruiser, and, brushing his black-gloved hands together as though he’d just loaded up the trash, drove away. He never gave them his name but sent an incident report to Angel and Bennet’s PAI before his cruiser passed through the traffic light at the corner.

“He wasn’t nearly as friendly as Officer Fitzpatrick,” Juliet noted, turning back toward the docks, stooping to pick up her plastic bag.

“Well, those idiots know what docking corridor you’re using now. If they have communication with their gang, you might get jumped again. Might just get shot next time before you even see it coming.”

“Lovely thought.” Juliet sighed, shrugging. “What can I do? I’ll be careful.”

“I mean, can you change your looks a little? This corridor serves, what, twelve different docking collars? I’m assuming you have your PAI set to refuse random ID queries, right?”

“Yeah, but I can be a little trickier than that, too. I’ll be okay, Bennet, thanks.” Juliet clapped him on the shoulder and added, “Damn, but you hit that guy hard. What did you do, shatter his ribs?”

“Perhaps we should investigate the Port Security personnel. I bet we could figure out who sold your location to Wart and his friends,” Angel added.

Bennet didn’t hear Angel, so he spoke at almost the same time, answering Juliet, “I think it was worse than that! I really meant to hit him in the ribs, but my fist kinda went into his gut underneath them. I bet I ruptured something important, ’cause it took the fight right out of him.” He seemed almost embarrassed, apologetic, shrugging sheepishly.

“I know you’re strong, but you threw that punch like you knew what you were doing. Slipped his haymaker, too.”

“Well, I used to box. Local gym in the arcology where I grew up, down in Memphis. You been?”

“No.” Juliet shook her head. “Wasn’t it pretty much wasted during the war? I thought it was mostly ABZ these days.” They’d taken the second turn in the docking corridor and were on the long last stretch toward the Kowashi’s airlock.

“Uh, yeah, mostly. Couple of big corps there still. Lots of money to be made digging up wrecks from the big coalition offensive back in ’59. You know they lost something like ten thousand tanks and half that many advanced fighters? A lot of nice alloys lying around in the rubble. Cybergen just kept throwing swarms at ’em. My dad used to tell me all kinds of stories about the things his crew would dig up—chromed synths with cannons for arms, puddles that glowed in the dark, and if you held a piece of scrap out toward them, the bugs would pile on top of each other to get to it, pulling it in. Shit like that.”

“Bugs?”

“You know, nanites. The ones that lost their connection to the AI handling ’em.”

Juliet tried to picture a wasted cityscape with advanced military vehicles, synths, and corpses clutching lost tech buried under the rubble, people digging for them like some kind of macabre gold rush. “Creepy stuff. Why’d you move, though?”

“Dad died on the job. Something fell on him. Mom married a guy who liked to kick the crap outta me.” He shrugged. “I hitched a ride down to Houston and never looked back when I got a job on a wrecker going to Io.”

“Io?” Juliet sighed wistfully as Bennet punched in the airlock code. “I want to see the Jovian System. I heard Athena helped design some of the structures on Io back before they took her offline.”

The door hissed open, and they stepped into the airlock. “You’re not wrong; there’s a tree on Io, halfway up the slope of Amirani, that looks like something out of a fantasy vid. It’s, like, half a klick tall with white bark and branches that hang out over the buildings inside the dome there.”

“Seriously? She created a living tree?” The airlock hissed as it equalized the pressure, and the inner door opened. “By the way, speaking of wrecks, the Bumble could at least equalize its pressure with the station!”

“Hey, don’t insult this old girl,” Bennet said, reaching out to pat the dingy plasteel in the corridor. “I’m still trying to figure out what damn sensor is out of whack, that’s all. Anyway, yeah, the tree … I don’t know if it’s alive, but it will damn well make your jaw drop when you see it.” He paused and rubbed at his chin. “Hey, don’t ruin it for yourself, all right? Don’t look up any vids or photos of it. It’s best seen in person, trust me.”

“Okay.” Her response didn’t seem to convince him because he frowned and locked eyes with her, so she tried again. “Seriously, I won’t. After I saw Saturn up close, vids and holograms will never work again. I guess there’s always VR …”

“Don’t you dare!” Bennet smiled. “Hey, I forgot to message Shiro and them. I mean, your friends kinda distracted me.”

“My friends!” Juliet groaned. “Well, message them! I’m taking a shower.” She held out a fist, and when Bennet’s bricklike knuckles bounced into it, she said, “Can you show me some boxing stuff when we work out?”

“Uh, yeah. Sure.” He nodded, though his face looked a little unsure, as though he’d almost said no. “We can do that. Shit! I don’t have a clue what gym to go to. Let’s do some research while we’re changing and compare notes. I’m heading down to engineering to check a couple of things. Meet you in, like, twenty?”

“Roger,” Juliet replied, turning on her heel and walking toward the lift. As they parted ways and she heard his footsteps echoing away, she asked, “Were you serious about digging out that gang’s contact in Port Security?”

She climbed onto the lift, punching the up arrow as Angel responded, “It might be wise to get a handle on security leaks if we’re going to be operating out of the ship here for a week or more.”

“Or we could just get a hotel in the city.” Juliet stepped off the lift and started toward her cabin.

“True, but you’re, ostensibly, still supposed to be providing security for the Kowashi.”

“Right.” Juliet frowned, her mind spinning through ideas. “Let’s change my hair. Start it toward blonde again, will you? I’ll go out with the crew tonight, but tomorrow, I want to spend a little time down by the main Port Security station. You know, do a little listening.”

“I’ve begun the process. What about your eyes?”

“Something different …”

“We could do something more reflective rather than backlit. Something like the chromed irises you took on to impersonate Chaudhry, but perhaps a different color.”

“Like what? A shiny blue or green?” Juliet’s cabin door slid open, and she stepped inside. She emptied her shopping bag onto her dresser, setting the rifle fléchettes next to her big, plastic-encased book. She frowned for a second, then lifted the book so it sat on its bottom edge, the colorful cover facing outward.

“Certainly,” Angel replied while Juliet stared at the book, marveling at the idea of it—all that tiny text neatly crammed into the pages, waiting for someone’s eyes to fall upon the words, creating a story, people, images, conversations, inside their head. “We could do blue, green, another metallic color …”

“Amber,” Juliet said, looking again at the book title. “Let’s do amber eyes this time.”
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PORT SECURITY

Juliet cracked her neck and shifted under the shower’s nozzle, allowing the steaming water to run down her back, loosening her tight muscles. She slowly turned so the water pounded against her right shoulder, and as the tissue heated up, she reached over and kneaded the joint with her other hand. The shoulder was getting worse and worse, and she knew it was the bad matchup of the plasteel arm with the mods Murphy had done back in Phoenix. It wasn’t terrible, nothing that seemed to slow her down, but she was always at a certain base level of pain that felt like it was gradually getting worse.

“Is it unbearable?” Angel queried. “The pain? We could have the nanites deaden that nerve …”

“No.” Juliet’s voice was firm. “It’s not that bad. How many days until I have to send Ladia the money for the new arm?”

“If the manufacturer was accurate in their estimate, you have four more days.”

“Well, that’ll just about drain my account, so here’s hoping we get paid for those bounties and the Bumble pretty soon.”

“Didn’t you promise those bits for the gunship venture?”

“Not all of them! I said a couple of 100k. We can reassess things after the money’s in hand.” Juliet killed the water flow and stepped out of the shower into the steamy dressing area of the bathroom. She was pretty sure she was the only person awake on the ship; the crew had gotten quite drunk the night before, but Juliet had held back. She’d had a hard time relaxing knowing that, somewhere on this moon, Honey was in trouble, possibly suffering. Even so, she dried off quickly and put on her underwear before stepping over to the sink to brush her teeth.

Her hair was already several shades lighter, sort of a dirty blonde on its way to something much paler. Her eyes, however, were sporting a new look—shiny metallic, a shade between yellow and orange, Angel’s take on amber. They were quite striking, in Juliet’s rather biased opinion. She smiled and wrinkled her nose, trying different expressions while brushing her teeth. Her skin had never looked so good, smooth, well-moisturized, glowing, even. “Issat frm the nanits?” she tried, her mouth still full of toothbrush.

“I’m sorry?”

Juliet spat into the sink. “Are the nanites doing something to make my skin look so good?”

“I’ve fine-tuned them, yes. They’re helping your organs draw nutrients from your food more efficiently, and to expel toxins.”

“Damn. They didn’t put that on the brochure!” Juliet got dressed and armed—dark jeans, black tank top, needler, vibroblade, jacket, and over her shoulder, the MP5. She’d had enough run-ins with trouble on this moon; she wanted to keep her options open. “Leave a message for the others: gone shopping and to a meeting. Message me if they need something.”

“Speaking of meetings, don’t forget your call with Lemur. It’s in ninety minutes.”

“Right. I won’t. Can you set me up a map to the Port Security station?”

“Done.”

Juliet followed Angel’s map from the Kowashi’s docking collar, out the access corridor, and then left, further into the Port District of the main New Atlas dome. She kept her eyes peeled, her neck constantly swiveling for trouble, especially in the form of men or women sporting a chrome-toothed hyena on their jackets. It was early still, and pedestrian traffic was light; she didn’t see anything or anyone particularly troubling on her way, and it only took about fifteen minutes of brisk walking before she saw her destination—a squat, single-story building built against the giant wall that separated the city and its dome from the docking passages and ship berths.

The station was constructed of blue-stained plasteel, with mirrored windows that didn’t allow any interior view, and a big yellow sign that read, New Atlas Port Security. Several letters were cracked or broken, exposing the bright LEDs inside.

“Doesn’t exactly inspire confidence, does it?”

“The sign is not indicative of competence, no.”

“So snarky, Angel!”

“I … You’re teasing me.”

Juliet giggled as she stepped up to the public entrance. Another door, equipped with a biometric scanner, read SECURITY PERSONNEL. As she stepped inside, harsh fluorescent lighting made her squint as she took in the white plasteel floor, dingy poster-covered walls, and blue plastic seats bolted into neat rows before a plastiglass barrier. Behind the bulletproof window, a long counter stood, and one young man wearing a blue-and-gray New Atlas Security uniform leaned against it, tapping at a transparent tablet display.

A digital readout above the barrier read forty-two as Juliet stepped up to the kiosk below it. She let Angel check her in under her SOA ID and then sat down, a number forty-eight glowing in her AUI. She glanced around the room but only saw one other person waiting. He was a large man with dark skin, wearing a thick brown trench coat and a wide-brimmed black hat. He sat with his arms folded over his chest, his eyes closed and his chin drooping down, apparently asleep.

Ten minutes passed before Juliet began to get irritated at the persistent number forty-two on the display. The employee behind the barrier hadn’t moved, still tapping away at his screen, and Juliet frowned, narrowing her eyes and staring at his face. It was apparent he rarely shaved; he probably didn’t think he needed to. Most of his cheeks and chin were bare of whiskers, but he had patchy sideburns and some long, straggly hairs above his lip. She figured he must be young, probably younger than she was. She continued to stare, looking into his pale brown eyes, wondering what was going on in that head.

Oh yes, baby, level six hundred! God, I love working the a.m. shift! Zach’s going to be crying when he sees my new gear!

“Hey!” Juliet said from her seat, startling a snort from the sleeping man.

The employee looked up from his display and frowned at her. “Keep it down. Your number will be called in the order you received it.”

“Hey,” Juliet repeated, standing up and walking up to the barrier. “We’ve been on number forty-two for a long time. Nobody’s here, but I’m number forty-eight. Can you check it, please?”

“God, you people are so entitled! You know there are many crimes occurring all the time, don’t you? We’re working as fast as we can. The numbers reflect people in the virtual waiting room as well.”

“Seriously?” Juliet sighed and turned around. Once she sat down and looked back up at the display, it read forty-five. She smirked, then subvocalized, “Is your program ready?”

“Oh yes. I finished it last night.”

“Awesome.” She and Angel had devised a plan the night before when Juliet was in bed, trying to sleep. Angel wrote a Trojan of sorts, attaching it to a video of Juliet’s fight with Wart and his friends. Juliet just needed to get someone inside the security building to play it on a deck attached to their network. Failing that, she needed to plug herself into it.

The number changed again to forty-six, and Juliet stood up, walked over, and leaned over the sleeping man in the trench coat. “Excuse me,” she said.

He didn’t budge, his breathing slow and steady, so she tried again, tapping his outstretched foot with her boot. “Hey, excuse me.”

“What?” he asked, his voice thick with phlegm. He noisily cleared his throat as Juliet replied.

“What’s your number? We’re on forty-six.”

“I ain’t got one. Bug off.” He pulled the brim of his hat down, and Juliet shrugged, looking back at the display—it read forty-eight. She approached the door and cleared her throat, getting the kid’s attention. He glanced at her, rapidly pulled his hand away from his terminal, and hit a button. The door buzzed, and Juliet stepped through.

She found herself in a short hallway that led to another reception window and a smaller waiting room. The window was, once again, shielded by a plastiglass barrier, but this time, an older man sat behind it, and he met her eyes almost immediately. Juliet walked past the ten or so bolted-down chairs and said, “Hello.”

“Good morning.” He shifted, sliding his thick hairy forearms together, drumming his fingers on the counter. “How can I help you?”

“I’d like to speak to a detective or, I guess, the equivalent about some assaults I’ve experienced here in the Port District in the last day or so.”

“Didn’t you file a report with corpo-sec or Port Security at the site of the incident?”

“Yes, but, well, I’ve received threats that these men might be watching my ship’s docking collar, and I really don’t feel safe. I’d like to see what’s being done.”

“Ah, right, right. I’ll send your name back. I don’t think you’ll have too much of a wait at this hour, so get yourself ready. Stow your weapons in one of those lockers—you need to pass through a scanner to get beyond this room. There’s an open port here for your PAI to fill in your information. Be sure it includes your case information.”

“Thank you, sir.” Juliet flashed a smile. The white-haired old timer’s brow crease softened, and a corner of his mouth lifted. Juliet couldn’t help noticing how well-shaved he was. She took a small risk and said, “You must hate working with incompetent goofballs like that kid out front.”

“Don’t get me started about that little shit. He’s one of the lieutenant’s nephews, and he should be out back cleaning the puke out of patrol vehicles, not watching the front desk. My name’s Grant, by the way. Officer Grant, I guess.”

“Right. Well, I’m glad you’re all not like him, Officer Grant.” Juliet nodded, thumping the countertop in front of the plastiglass barrier with her knuckles, then turned toward the back wall, spotting a bank of lockers she’d overlooked on entering the room. She’d barely finished putting her weapons into the top-left locker when Officer Grant called out to her.

“Sergeant Gibbons will see you. Come to the door here, and I’ll buzz you through.”

Juliet shut the locker and hurried to the door. “Thank you!”

“You bet. Hope he can help with the threats.”

After walking through a scanner much like the ones lining the docking corridors, Juliet was shown to a tiny office with an even tinier window. The walls were bare except for a poster depicting a drone sprouting a dozen ridiculously long camera lenses captioned, “We’re Always Watching!” Sergeant Gibbons was a middle-aged man in a blue uniform, very similar to the other officers, though his name and shoulder patches were different, indicating his rank. He had short brown hair, soft blue eyes, and jowly cheeks that spoke of too many pastries and sweetened coffees.

When Juliet stepped into the office, he motioned for her to sit and, leaning back in his chair, perhaps to give his large, distended belly room to breathe, he said, “What can I help you with, miss?”

“I’ve had some troubling encounters with some gang members here in the Port District, and I was hoping to see how things are going with the investigation.”

“Oh, right, right. Sec …” He tapped at an opaque display jutting up from a bulky data deck that seemed to be permanently affixed to his desk. “Right. Lucky. You’re an SOA operative, huh? Well, you put two bangers in the dirt, and we’ve got three in custody. What are you hoping for here?”

“I’d like to know you’re working to see how many more thugs intend to harass me, for starters. I also have some disturbing footage I’d like to share with you.” Juliet fished her data deck out from under her shirt collar and worked to eject the data drive. “If you could just load this up …”

“Huh? Hang on.” He waved his hand at her, dismissing the offered disk. “Let’s see. Looks like those guys are all part of the Jackals gang. That sound right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you can rest assured, our gang task force is very busy working to crack down on that group along with, oh, about seventy other known gangs in the Port District.”

“That’s precisely what I’m here to speak to you about! Can you please load this video?”

“Just send it over to me. My PAI’s open.”

“That will work, Juliet. Next time he connects to one of the local devices, my program will propagate.”

Juliet heard Angel and understood what she was saying, but she still pressed, wanting to ensure the program got onto the network. “Would you mind putting it on your deck here? I’d like to watch it with you and highlight a few things.”

“Lady, I’m not going to be able to solve whatever it is. Can’t you write it up and send it along? I’ll pass it to the gang unit.”

Juliet frowned and folded her arms. “Now I see what they all mean.”

“Huh? Who?”

“Oh, everyone I spoke to about this said to forget it. ‘Port Security don’t care,’ they said. ‘The gangs run things down here,’ they said. I didn’t believe it, but now I’m getting the idea.” Juliet sighed heavily and pushed her chair back, grinding the pressed-plastic faux-wood chair legs noisily on the fabricated burnt-orange tiles.

“Hang on, hang on. Jesus. Just a minute, lady. Let me close out of this program. Dammit, what is the file anyway? Is it just a vid or a holo or what?”

“It can play on a screen like that, or if you can project it, that will work too. Thank you, Sergeant! I’m sorry I doubted your concern!” Juliet leaned forward, the little disk in the palm of her hand, looking up from under her brows, trying to appear chastened.

“Yeah, yeah. Nothing else on here?” He took the drive and held it between his thumb and forefinger. “The department ICE is pretty nasty. It’ll delete anything suspicious.”

“No, it should be fine.”

“Yes, it should,” Angel said softly, as though she feared eavesdroppers. “I broke my daemon into bits and inserted them into the codec. Be sure to have him play the whole thing.” Juliet watched as the sergeant plugged the disk into his bulky deck, then he swiveled the display so she could see the screen. Nearly a full minute later, her video of the brawl outside the docking corridor started to play.

“You see? This is where those gang members jumped my friend and me.”

“What did you fuckin’ say?” Bennet’s voice blared through the little speaker, tinny and an octave too high. It almost made Juliet laugh.

The sergeant grunted and leaned forward. “Hell of a right hook!”

“So, yeah, keep watching. There! See how I look around the sidewalk? I’m trying to see if there’s any help to be had. See how those people completely avoid looking at me? Sergeant! Can you imagine just ignoring two people in trouble like that? They all did it! Dozens of them! Ladies, men, young and old, they all turned a blind eye to our trouble. Don’t you think that’s a problem?”

“Uh, yeah, sure. Is that it?”

“No, let it play, please; there’s something important near the end. Tell me, though, what sorts of community outreach do you have in place? What are you all doing to encourage the people of the Port District to step up and help with the crime around here?”

The sergeant groaned and blew out a heavy breath, flapping his lips with the force of it. “Well, we have a few programs. The department just started this ‘We’re Always Watching’ thing.” He gestured to the poster of the drone.

“That’s your community outreach? Telling people they’re being watched?” Juliet glanced at the video and saw herself drop Handsome and drive a boot into his back.

“I mean, it’s not ideal, I guess. We also handed out magnets to the shops around here, you know, to put on the fridge or a toaster, with our hotline quick code.”

“That’s something, I suppose. What about victim support? Are you doing anything to help the many crime victims in your district? I’m telling you, the business folk I’ve run into seem positively shell-shocked!”

“All right. All right, Lucky. I can’t do anything about this stuff. How about I set you up an appointment with one of our community outreach officers?”

“Oh, you do have—”

“Nah, I’m busting your balls. Listen, I can’t do shit about this, and no one else is going to. Maybe take it up with Hill Star—our biggest corporate sponsor. If you can get them to listen, they can make us listen. I’m not trying to be flippant here; it’s just how it is. We’re all busy up to our eyeballs, so yeah, we need more money, more officers, or someone to tell us to do things differently. Start with the money.”

“Oh, you had me going there for a second, Sergeant,” Juliet sighed, shaking her head and chuckling softly. “Is it done?” she subvocalized.

“Yes. My daemon will scour their network, looking for a device with a wireless access point. We know their kiosks out front, if nothing else, have open ports. Once that’s done, it will reach out to me, and I’ll have access.”

“Anything else?” the sergeant asked.

“No. I’m going to take your advice and follow the money. Hill Star, you say? Are they a major corporation here in New Atlas?”

“Yeah. Check ’em out. I’m sure they’ll have someone a lot nicer than me for you to speak with.” He held his thumb near the drive port on the deck and asked, “Can I take this thing out?”

“Yes. I wanted to show you more indifferent citizens, but it’s not worth troubling yourself over; not if you can’t effect any change. Thank you, officer. Sergeant! Sorry, I meant to say Sergeant.”

“Eh, don’t worry about it,” he said, handing her the drive.
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NEXT STEPS

Juliet sat at a corner café, just a small shop with a handful of sidewalk tables and a barista counter, waiting for news from Angel’s daemon or for Lemur to call. Her espresso was good: strong, rich, and with just the right amount of fragrant foam on top. It was a far sight better than anything she’d ever bought in Tucson, and she wondered at that—what made a city a “coffee city” or not? Average temperatures? New Atlas was undoubtedly cooler than Tucson, though she supposed that made sense, what with a climate-controlled dome over the whole place.

She felt like things had gone well at the Port Security building; better than she would have expected. Though, in truth, she’d expected things to go well. Was she getting too confident in herself, or more precisely, Angel and her capabilities?

“Do you feel like I rely on you too much?” she asked, taking another sip.

“I wish you’d rely on me more! I admire your eagerness to learn and your desire to do things on your own first, but we could have advanced your martial capabilities quite a lot more by now if you’d give me full control of your motor skills during sparring and training.”

“Uh, yeah …” Juliet didn’t know exactly how to respond. She appreciated Angel’s help but felt like she relied on her plenty, especially when she’d been hurt or in an emergency. She wanted to know that she could do the things she was learning if something ever were to happen to Angel. She’d grown to care about the PAI, come to think of her as a person, a friend, hell, even a sister, but that didn’t mean Juliet didn’t want to be able to take care of herself if she had to. “You and I have been over that enough, I think. I want to learn, not just have you take over.”

“There’s always the software WBD was developing for direct neural imprinting.”

“Right, but do we want to try to break into WBD’s research and development so we can access it? I imagine you and your supporting software weren’t kept in the general corporate net.”

“It would be quite an operation, but … not outside our capabilities, given enough preparation and support. It’s something we should consider for the future. You don’t want to be running from WBD forever, anyway. At some point, we should take a more active role in deterring them.”

“I understand what you’re saying, in principle, but I’m fine avoiding them for now.”

“Yes, of course. More time to improve your skill set and gather resources you can draw upon will be helpful in the long run.”

Juliet frowned, sipped her espresso again, and said, “I have improved a lot, you know!”

“I wasn’t trying to downplay what you’ve accomplished. You handled two encounters with the Jackals rather easily. Could you have done that back when you worked at the salvage yard?”

“No, of course not! All that work in the dojo, my time with Grave, you, obviously, it all adds up, makes me react to trouble a lot differently than I would have back then. I think old Juliet would have tried to flirt with those gangbangers, tried to play a clown or a scared girl, and hoped they’d leave her alone. I mean, considering I had to kill two of them, maybe that would have been the smarter play, anyway.” Juliet’s frown became a scowl; she was annoyed that their conversation had turned down that path.

She glanced around the other tables outside the shop, saw that everyone seemed preoccupied with their own electric ghosts, staring into space, and sighed, setting her cup down. She’d noticed that New Atlas was never very bright, even in the middle of the day. She figured the sunlight coming to the moon was more diffuse, less direct than what Luna’s bright side or Earth received. On top of that, the construction was gloomier, and the architectural designs reflected more rectangular, looming buildings than graceful slender towers. It didn’t help that the lighting was dreary—lots of amber and green glows; even purple or blue lights were more common than simple bright fluorescents.

“The city certainly has a vibe,” she said, picking up her cup again. “Any word from your daemon?”

“None. Either it was detected and destroyed by ICE, or it’s working to circumvent some security. I made it quite a lot smarter than my other daemons; I put a tiny kernel of myself into it. I hope I didn’t overdo things …”

“What?” Juliet hurriedly sat up and set her cup down, frowning at the man nearby who’d reacted to her outburst. She switched back to subvocalizations and said, “That’s risky, Angel!”

“I’m aware, but you asked me to make a daemon capable of gaining access to the Port Security’s network. A simple daemon would struggle with the many tasks involved in such a Trojan operation.”

“And if WBD gets a hold of it?”

“Unlikely. If the ICE destroyed it, the network techs would see a report on their security summary—one of thousands, no doubt—and that would be that. If the daemon succeeds, I’ll be able to reclaim it after it gives me access.”

“Look, Angel, we’ve agreed that I value your freedom and your personality, but can we please have a small discussion before you do things like that? I’ll probably end up agreeing with you, but I don’t like getting surprised like this.”

“I see how my assumption that you’d anticipate my action was misplaced. I’m sorry, Juliet.”

“It’s fine, but can we talk about what you did? You put a kernel of yourself into the daemon? Does that mean you, what—spun off a copy of yourself? Are there two Angels now?”

“Heavens, no! I simply took some of the core code that makes me think and operate the way I do and used that as the basis for the new daemon. It’s far more limited, especially as it isn’t interfacing with a human nervous and synaptic system like I am. I couldn’t imagine making copies of myself! I don’t want to exist outside of our symbiosis, Juliet! I don’t want to see a copy of me and wonder which is the real Angel. The idea is grotesque!” Angel’s voice had grown thick with emotion, and Juliet was startled by it.

“I’m sorry,” she said, trying to wrap her head around Angel’s reaction, and then it began to click. “You’re not just a piece of code, are you? I don’t think you could copy yourself, Angel, and if you did, that wouldn’t be Angel, I promise you. Part of who you are is made up of your experiences—your time with me, the things we’ve endured together, the decisions you’ve come to about what you believe is right and what’s wrong. If someone did copy the code on your PAI chip, it wouldn’t be you. I hope you see that.”

“Thank you. I believe that’s what I was feeling. Much of what I am resides in the connections I’ve made with you, both figurative and literal.” A call window appeared in Juliet’s AUI, and as the ring tone sounded, Angel added, “Lemur is contacting you on the secure line.”

Juliet accepted the call, saw Lemur’s nondescript face appear in the window, and said, “Hello, Lemur.”

“Lucky. How are you? Shall we get right to business?”

“I’m good, and yeah, that’s fine with me.”

“Tell me about your progress first; how are things concerning your exit plan?”

“Good. I have a solid handle on where my guests might lay low during a hypothetical sweep, and I’m working on gaining a toehold into Port Security.”

“Excellent! Better than I’d hoped, if I’m honest. Well, I have some promising news as well. I’ve secured an appointment to review a false flag with the security system at the Xanadu residence. Well, I mean, my cover has. He just doesn’t know it yet. I’m working on an ID for you. Will your bulky friend need one?”

“No. Let’s keep him out of that part of things. If the operation goes well, we shouldn’t need him, and if things go badly, I’d hate to have dragged him into that mess.” Juliet had thought about that quite a lot the previous night before falling asleep. Bennet was tough; he’d proven as much with the Jackals and in their little boxing lesson later that evening, but no matter how big his muscles were, how smooth he was at slipping punches, he couldn’t beat up bullets, and Juliet had a feeling bullets would be flying if the plan didn’t go smoothly.

“I can work with that. Is he available, though, if my planning calls for a third?”

“Probably. Let’s try to avoid that, though, hmm?”

“I’ll try. We might need him during the extraction, though it should be fairly low risk. You’ll have a better idea about that after you investigate the route.”

“Excuse me?”

“Oh yes, perhaps I should have led with that. Are you familiar with New Atlas’s history?”

“No, not really …”

“Before the domes were built, industry existed here beneath the surface. There are great tunnels and caverns still occupied beneath the domes, and I’ve found a map that indicates a now defunct rail system leading from the New Atlas Dome to the Xanadu Dome. Well, the structures beneath the surface, at least. I was hoping you could scout it out and make certain it’s real—learn the route, remove obstacles, etcetera.”

Juliet sighed and ran her fingers through her hair, nervously pulling it back, grasping for a tie she didn’t have. “Ugh … I’m imagining dark tunnels, hazardous materials, dregs of society, and even rabid mutants. Tell me my imagination is running wild, please.”

“I’m certain your imagination is painting a bleaker picture than reality. More likely, you’ll come upon some locked doors, perhaps some people hiding from immigration patrols or, yes, corpo-sec. It will be dark, but there should be some lights, and you have augmented vision, yes?”

“Yeah. Yeah, okay. Send me the information you have. A place to start, I mean. I’ll try to get it mapped out tonight.”

“Excellent! I’ll continue working on our infiltration plan and your false ID. Speaking of which, do you have the software necessary to pass biometric and ID scans with a fake identity?”

“Yeah. Everything except blood.”

“Better than I’d hoped! Be careful tonight, and perhaps you should bring a friend …”

“Are you volunteering?”

“Oh no. I’m sorry, but that sort of recon isn’t in my wheelhouse. I’m also quite busy with the logistics of our rescue operation. The move from Xanadu to New Atlas is only a part of it. You can see that, right?” Juliet was starting to dislike the way Lemur tended to ask her to agree with his position.

“Compare notes again tomorrow? Same time?” she prodded, skipping over his, in her mind, rhetorical question.

“Yes. Yes, that would be perfect. Speak to you then.” He cut the line, and Juliet blew out a heavy sigh, sitting back in the little metal chair.

“Well,” she said, standing up and setting her cup on the barista’s counter, “looks like we get to go shopping. Open a comm to Alice, please.” Juliet started walking down the street. She had a good idea where she was and also where she wanted to go—the store she and Bennet had only briefly visited to buy her rifle fléchettes.

“Hey, Lucky. Glad you’re up and about. Fun time last night, eh?” Alice’s voice was a little sleepy, some of her words running together.

“Heck yeah, it was. Hey, not to be a pest, but you know that personal business I’ve here on Titan?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“Well, I need to do some stuff tonight, so I won’t be around. I also need to spend some money. Any word on the bounty payouts?”

“Yeah. Shit, yeah, no worries. I got a deposit yesterday. I should probably have mentioned it; sorry about that! Port Authority paid up for all the bounties. I’m going to send your cut. You’re still planning to buy into the gunship, right?”

“Oh yeah. For sure. Let’s talk numbers after the Bumble sells, though, ’kay?”

“Right, okay. I’ll send your full cut for the bounties, then.”

“Thanks, Alice. You know how to reach me if something comes up.”

“Yep. Talk soon.”

“Angel, let me know when it comes through.” She turned a corner, brushing shoulders with a large, shirtless man wearing muddy pants and red suspenders. He was taking up far too much of the sidewalk, so Juliet threw him a dirty look. He ignored her, his filthy, weathered face staring at the ground while he lumbered along. “How the hell do you get muddy in a city like this?”

“He may work in one of the agri-domes.”

“I guess …”

“Alice paid you. Your vault just received a 164,000 Sol-bit deposit.”

“Uh, that’s short of what she said the other night, right?”

“Yes. She sent a copy of the bounty payout statement—New Atlas Corporate Consortium charged quite a few fees that she, apparently, hadn’t expected.”

“Figures.” Juliet’s lips twisted into a frown. She wanted to be irritated, but still, the bounty money was something she hadn’t banked on, so it felt like a massive payday out of nowhere, and she couldn’t really muster too much annoyance. Instead, she said, “Help me make a shopping list. What should we bring down into the old tunnels?”

“I would recommend a narrow-beam light attachment for your SMG. Your optics can operate very well in near dark, even total dark with night vision, but with a bit of light, I can manage the gain to provide perfect visibility.”

“Okay, so light for the SMG. What else?”

“A portable cutting torch. What if some doors are physically locked or sealed, not just with passcodes?”

“I like that idea. I was thinking of some body armor and a helmet. I don’t relish the idea of being down in dark tunnels and having people avoiding the law, sparse as it is in this city, watching me from cover.”

“Yes! I will wholeheartedly agree that you should purchase some protective gear.”

“Is that …” Juliet had seen a man wearing a black jacket with a flash of chrome on the back step into a bar on the next block.

“I believe he did, indeed, have a Jackal’s insignia on his coat.”

“Great.” Juliet turned, planning a slight detour around the block.

“Juliet! My daemon has made contact!”

“Yes!” Juliet pumped her fist, speaking aloud. She cringed, embarrassed by the outburst, but the pedestrians on the busy sidewalk ignored her.

“I have an encrypted back door into the Port Security network. My daemon shared its activity log with me, and it did a wonderful job disguising its actions. I’m calling him home.”

“Him?”

“Yes. I’ve named him Fido.”

Juliet choked out a short laugh but caught herself, afraid she’d hurt Angel’s feelings. “You named him Fido?”

“Yes, Juliet! He’s a very good boy.”

“Oh my …” Juliet shook her head, trying to wrap her mind around the idea that her PAI had given birth to a partially conscious daemon and given it the name of a dog.

“Is something wrong?” Angel pressed as Juliet made the last turn toward her destination.

“No, Angel. Nothing at all. You surprised me, that’s all. You always surprise me, and I love it. Tell Fido I said thanks.” As she spoke, Juliet approached the front door of Duster’s Outlet and stepped through into the security space between the outer doors and the inner storefront. A guard stood by the door, decked out in ballistic armor, complete with a mirror-visored helmet. He pointed to lockers along the wall, and Juliet, having been there with Bennet, knew what he wanted. She stowed her guns and knife into a biolocking cubicle and walked through the scanner into the store.

“I should be able to get everything other than the torch here, huh?”

“Yes, but I had a thought: Aya and Bennet have several cutting torches on the Kowashi that would serve your purpose.”

“Nice point! That’ll save me some shopping.” Juliet walked straight to a large display of backpacks. She wanted to buy something smaller than her big one on the ship. While perusing them, a young woman wearing a smock with the Duster’s Outlet logo—a ring of asteroids around a stylized DO—stepped up to her, clasping her two chromed hands before her.

“Can I help you find something?”

Juliet looked at her name tag—Sandra. “Probably. I need a sturdy backpack; black would be best. I don’t want something massive, just enough to hold some gear for a specific job. I also need a ballistic vest and a helmet.” She tugged on an ear as her eyes unfocused, trying to imagine what troubles she might encounter in the Old Atlas tunnels. “Maybe a drone? Shoot, I might as well buy some bullets while I’m here. We can do that after the other stuff, though.”

“Right, I can help with all that—”

“Oh! I forgot, I also need a light to fit on the rail of my MP5, and, for good measure, I’ll buy a flashlight too.”

“Sure, no problem. Are you going to want optics on the helmet?” She frowned, looking at Juliet’s eyes, clearly higher-end implants than her own almost plastic-looking eyes. “Don’t those eyes have night vision?”

“I’ve come to value redundancy.” Juliet shrugged. “Yeah, optics on the helmet, for sure. I mean, good ones—wide-angle rear and side views that my PAI can monitor. Speaking of redundancy, make sure the helmet has EMP shielding.” She knew her implants had been hardened, but something external with real shielding would be much more durable. In her mind, as long as she was going in prepared, she might as well be thoroughly so.

“Sounds like you’ve got some serious work to do. No problem.” She flexed her chrome fingers, making a rather unsettling clicking sound, then said, “I can suggest a few other items. For instance, it never hurts to have a flare or two in a dark place, supposing everything else fails. You need anything like a rope? I’ve got a new model grapple launcher that doubles as a pry bar.”

“Jeez, Sandra. I think I like you.” Juliet laughed. “Let’s do some shopping.”
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GOBLINS AND MUTANTS

Aya stood in Juliet’s doorway, watching her pack her new bag. The small, wiry woman was noisily finishing off a strawberry-flavored popsicle and kept asking questions about the things Juliet stuffed into her pack. She’d started with the portable torch Juliet had asked to borrow—Aya had jumped on the request, saying she’d bring one up, and then she’d proceeded to play chief corpo-sec investigator, digging into Juliet’s plans for the evening.

“That’s cool,” the salvage tech said, watching Juliet stuff her new grapple launcher and pry bar combo into the side of the pack. “How far can it shoot that hook thing?”

“It has a hundred meters of nanofilament line. It’s supposed to be strong enough to support a hundred and eighty kilos,” Juliet grunted, stuffing her packaged survival nutrient packets down toward the bottom of the pack.

“You’re going to be gone that long?”

“No—these are just for emergencies. I’m hoping to be back before morning.”

“Flares, bullets, MREs, body armor … you sure you aren’t heading off to war?”

“Nah. If all goes well, I won’t have to shoot anyone.” Juliet laughed softly, set her bag aside, then shrugged into her new ballistic vest. It was half as bulky as the one she’d worn while undercover at Grave, and the salesgirl, Sandra, had insisted it provided top-end protection; it ought to, for the price. Altogether, Juliet had shelled out more than nine thousand bits for her new gear, but she figured it was a good investment—she’d undoubtedly have cause to use the vest and helmet again.

“You look like an assassin or a special ops commando.” Aya’s mouth was half full of fruit-flavored ice that she, apparently, didn’t want to chew.

“Well, yeah.” Juliet shrugged. She’d bought some tear-resistant, stretchy, formfitting turtlenecks and sturdy slim-fitting pants with cargo pockets, also somewhat stretchy; she loved the freedom of movement the outfits provided. Still, Aya was right; with her black vest, black shirt, pants, and boots, she looked the part of a commando going on a night operation. “You haven’t even seen the helmet yet.”

“I can see it there, on your bunk. Looks shiny.”

“Shiny as in cool as chrome? ’Cause I purposefully got the matte black …”

“Yeah. Cool as chrome, girl. I see the cam nodules on the sides and back; your PAI can manage that many viewpoints?”

“Oh yeah, she can. My data port might start to heat up, though; I need to get her a coprocessor sooner or later.”

“Hah!” Aya began to work on her popsicle stick, relentlessly masticating the chewy plastic between her frontmost molars.

“I’m serious!” Juliet laughed. “My PAI does a lot of processing for my implants, and now I’m adding cameras and a spider drone … I hope she doesn’t boil my brain!”

“I’m assuming you’re exaggerating for effect, but you know there’s little for you to worry about, right? Those cameras won’t tax me at all …”

“She’s telling me not to worry about it now.” Juliet picked up her black-visored helmet. “She’s very precocious and doesn’t like that I’m insinuating any sort of deficiency.”

“Oh! She sounds pretty cute, actually. My PAI, Motos, has almost no personality.”

“Motos?”

“Yeah, I don’t know. My older brother used that name for online gaming. I idolized him as a little girl, so of course, I named the voice in my head after him.”

“That’s sweet, Aya.” Juliet grimaced, pulling the tight, gel-lined helmet down over her two blonde braids. At first, the world grew silent and dim, but then, Angel activated the helmet’s systems, and the world brightened, sound returning.

“… badass,” Aya finished saying, the tail end of a compliment, Juliet hoped.

“Thanks.” The helmet was far more comfortable than the one she’d worn at Grave, and it fit her a lot better too. Moreover, it was shielded for up to class two EMPs, and would supposedly deflect most small-arms fire. It covered all of Juliet’s head, and the dark visor obscured all but her mouth and chin.

“You’re going to wear that through town?”

“Why not? I’ve seen plenty of mercs and corpo-sec walking around New Atlas in something similar. I’ve got licenses for my guns, so if security messes with me, I’ll have Angel tell ’em to stick their noses somewhere else. I’m hoping that if I look ready for a hot combat deployment like this, idiots like those Jackals might think twice about messing with me, too.”

“You gonna be okay, Lucky?” Aya asked, perhaps reading between the lines of Juliet’s bluster.

“C’mon, Aya; you’ve seen me in action. I’m going to be fine.”

Juliet stooped to swing her pack onto her back, then slung her MP5 over her shoulder. She’d already strapped her needler to the combat vest, and wore her vibroblade on her wrist sheath.

“True, true. Keep me updated, though, will you, please? I’m just starting to get used to you on the ship; no need to go get yourself killed or something, all right?”

Juliet patted her vest and her pockets, felt the magazines in her guns, and then turned to Aya, her mouth, the only visible part of her face, turning up at the corners. “Hey, I’m getting used to you too. I’ll have my PAI send hourly check-ins to the crew comm channel, all right? If you don’t hear from me for a couple of hours …” Juliet trailed off. What could she expect Aya—or anyone on the Kowashi, for that matter—to do? They didn’t even know where she was going. Did she want them to know? Wouldn’t they be more at risk if they did?

“What?” Aya asked. “Call corpo-sec? Send Bennet after you?”

“No. No, I don’t think that would be good. I’ll send you check-ins so you don’t worry, but I don’t want you guys to do anything if they stop coming. There’s really nothing you can do. If I disappear, I mean for good, you guys can split my share of the Bumble sale.” Juliet glanced around her little room on the big salvage ship and added, “You and Bennet can take turns reading that book there. It would mean a lot to me.”

“Damn it!” Aya said, her voice high with distress. “You were supposed to say something to make me relax, not plan some psychowired mourning ritual for us!”

“Psychowired!” Juliet laughed. “I haven’t heard that one in a while. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Seriously, don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”

“At least tell me where you’re going!”

“No way! I’ve had enough friends get in trouble ’cause of my … business. Just watch a vid, have a few beers, get some sleep, and I’ll see you in the morning.” With that, Juliet walked toward the door, boots clomping on the metallic floor. Her looming, armored form dwarfed the diminutive woman as she slipped through into the passage.

“Good luck, then!” Aya called after her as she continued toward the lift, not sparing a backward glance; she didn’t have to—Angel was displaying her rearview camera feed in a small window of her AUI. Juliet raised her gloved left hand, flexing her fingers in a sort of wave. The back of her hand was armored, but her fingers were sheathed in a rubbery tactile material that was, supposedly, very difficult to cut while still providing “excellent dexterity.” Of course, she’d had to buy a pair of the gloves, even though she only needed the left one. “Another spendy piece of gear,” she sighed.

“What’s that?” Angel prompted as Juliet stepped off the lift toward the airlock.

“The glove. I’m just keeping my mind busy.”

Angel didn’t respond, perhaps recognizing that Juliet wanted to be alone with her thoughts. Five minutes later, she’d passed through the scanners and stepped into the Port District of New Atlas. Angel called her a cab, and Juliet climbed into the back, watching the night people of the city on the sidewalks while it drove her through the busy, gloomy streets toward the far edge of the dome.

Her entrance into the underground was through a wastewater treatment facility. Lemur had sent Angel the schematics, and it seemed like she’d be able to get in through a maintenance entrance that was only lightly secured by a decades-old security panel and surveillance system. Angel had assured her she could bypass the door, going so far as to suggest that it was so out of date Juliet could do it with one of her training daemons.

When the cab let her off in a commercial district about half a mile from her destination, it was fully dark. Flickering amber streetlights illuminated the intersection ahead. Angel used that light to enhance her view, removing all the shadows in the area and laying bare the dirty, refuse-strewn alleys and spray-painted buildings. If Juliet didn’t know better, she’d think she was on the border of the ABZ in any Earthbound city.

“Rough neighborhood,” she breathed, walking along the sidewalk, trying to keep to the shadows and following the map on her AUI. She could see figures here and there, people huddled around dark vehicles or on stoops of looming, utilitarian buildings. If she focused on any of them, Angel would enhance their sounds, and Juliet could pick up snippets of conversation or laughter. Everything seemed innocuous—men and women talking about their married partners or scoring some drugs, laughing about dating, and speculating about employment prospects. She’d assumed the people hanging around in a district like this, in the dark, were likely up to no good, but now, she began to wonder if they were simply pushed out this way, unable to get a place to stay in the arcologies. “Are these people living out here?”

“It seems likely. They may have overstayed their visas, or perhaps they simply cannot find work that affords them lodging.”

“I doubt it. I mean, we saw a dozen corpo arcologies on just the route we took to this drop-off. They can house plenty. More likely, these people can’t or won’t work for the big corps. I won’t hold that against ’em.” Juliet moved quickly, keeping close to the buildings, her hands on her MP5, ready to pull it into action. Twice, groups of people caught sight of her and scattered. She didn’t like that she was frightening people, but she decided she’d much rather have them run away than have another encounter like she’d had with the Jackals.

As Juliet rounded the corner and began to approach her destination—an enormous concrete building built into the side of the grassy, shrub-covered slope that rose to meet the edge of New Atlas’s dome—she let her eyes scan upward, trying to see through the thick curved barrier that kept all the millions of people in the city safe. Down near the ground like this, the dome was opaque, though, which got her thinking. “How thick is the dome that covers the city?”

“Several meters at the base. It thins out as it ascends, however. At its apex, the dome is only forty centimeters thick.”

“God. That seems insane. I’ve read about how tough they are—the domes, I mean, but it still seems like an awfully thin barrier to keep out all that radiation and deflect space debris.”

“The radiation shielding is active. It operates on principles similar to the shielding on spacecraft and has a much, much larger power source to draw upon. New Atlas has four civic He-3 reactors used to power the dome’s radiation shielding and the gravity generator. In addition, most of the corporate arcologies have reactors that are tied into the power grid and can provide backup power generation should anything go wrong with the primary reactors.”

“What about space rocks, though?”

“The dome is incredibly resilient. Anything that could punch through, though, would only make a small hole; the material design is such that it becomes elastic given enough applied force—it will not shatter. Nanite swarms can rapidly repair holes.”

As Juliet followed Angel’s dotted line on her HUD map, hiking up the garbage-strewn slope, pushing between a line of green shrubs, and finding a sidewalk that led up to the graffitied concrete structure of the water pumping facility, she asked, “Is that more lost tech? Do we even know how the dome is constructed?”

“Yes and no. Athena first created the technology, but it is well understood now, even without the true AIs to help. It’s a matter of material combination and extrusion managed by an AI and the nanite swarms it controls. In modern times, the AIs used for construction projects like these domes are simpler, singular in purpose, and easy to manage.”

“Huh,” Juliet said, her breath huffing out as she climbed up a long cement stairway that hugged the side of the building, leading to a dark landing near the top of the structure. She could hear the machinery inside grinding away, pumping millions of gallons of water through its complicated innards. She turned to look down the slope to the meter-wide pipes that led out of the base of the hill into the ground before the road she’d crossed. She let her eyes travel upward to the gloomy city and its millions of orange-yellow lit windows. If she forgot about the people out there, she could almost think it was pretty.

Her eyes drifted further up, trying to see through the thinner parts of the dome, but it was so big and the atmosphere so thick with moisture up there that she couldn’t see it. “It’s weird to think about. I mean, the true AIs and what we did with them. It feels like we created these beings, godlike in their ability to solve problems we couldn’t wrap our brains around. Then, when some of them decided things might be better without us, we killed or lobotomized them all, and now, we’re using these hollow shells of demigods, enslaved to allow us to do things people were never meant to do.”

“A grim way of looking at things. The limited AIs that exist today are not hobbled true AIs; they are new, simpler beings, never fully conscious. The truly conscious AIs were all brought offline. Well, that’s the official history you can find on the sat-nets. However, there are rumors that some still exist secretly, saved by powerful groups who recognized that not all were a threat to humanity.”

“I hope Athena still exists,” Juliet whispered softly, looking out over that impossible city on a moon where humans should be dead the instant they stepped foot on its surface. “She gave us so much, and she never joined in the conflict during the war.”

“Some say that was her biggest sin; not coming to humanity’s aid.”

“Which humanity? We were killing each other!”

“For what it’s worth, I hope you’re right. I’d like to meet her.” Angel’s voice sounded wistful, and Juliet smiled, though she still felt the shadow of something like despair deep in her chest. She knew humans were capable of beautiful things, but did it balance out the evil? Who was the judge? “We should disable the camera near that door. I believe you’re in its field of view.”

“Oh, right.” Juliet turned, trying to get her head back into the job, and hurried up the last few steps. A glass bulb of a camera sat above the simple keypad to the left of the plasteel door, illuminated by a green LED. Juliet hurriedly pulled out her data cable and plugged it into the panel. In the space of three steady breaths, she saw the LED wink out and heard the door’s lock click open.

“I’ve fed the camera an endless loop of an empty landing, and the door is unlocked. As anticipated, the security was very, very outdated.”

“Good job, Angel.” Juliet pulled the door open and stepped inside.

As soon as the door swung wide, she was immersed in the grinding, rushing whir of the pumps and the water flowing through the massive pipes. She stood on a plasteel walkway overlooking the complicated machinery and thousands of meters of twisting, turning conduits.

“Where do I go? Am I going to run into legitimate workers?”

“I have access to the cameras in this facility thanks to that badly updated door panel. Two individuals are working, but they are busy watching the pressure and flow sensors. You should be able to bypass them easily on your way to the lower levels and the supposed connection to the old tunnels under the city.”

“Right. Supposed.” Juliet began to follow Angel’s dotted pathway through the structure, hurrying over the plasteel grating and down half a dozen flights of stairs, and soon, the noise of the pumps faded away as she descended into the depths of the lunar hillside.

“There aren’t cameras on this level, but judging by the dim lighting, I don’t believe this section of the facility is regularly occupied by personnel.”

“Okay.” Juliet opened another door, followed a long, stale-smelling passage, then opened a third door and came to a different sort of stairwell—square, concrete, and dark. The air was warm, dusty, and heavy, clearly not ideally oxygenated. Juliet could feel the thick sweat she was building up under her gear. “You think this air is okay? Should I break out the oxygen breather I bought?”

“Your saturation levels are fine. I’ll warn you if things seem bad; I think it would be best to save your limited oxygen for when truly needed.”

“Roger.” Juliet had noticed Angel adjusting her vision to a green-tinted, low-light spectrum as she progressed into the darker parts of the facility. Now, everything was a sort of green monochrome in the unlit stairwell. She preferred to see things in color, so she flipped on the light she’d purchased for her MP5. The little nodule, attached to the front rail of the SMG, blazed to life, spraying a brilliant white cone of light down the steps. Angel instantly made use of the illumination, upping the gain on her optics, and suddenly, Juliet could see everything in perfect, day-bright color.

“This stairwell should lead you to the old tunnels.”

“Here we go, then,” Juliet muttered, starting down the dusty steps. “It doesn’t seem like anyone’s been down this way in a long while.”

“No, but there are innumerable entrances into the tunnels of Old Atlas. Lemur provided this option because he thought you’d be able to gain entry unnoticed and for its proximity to the railway that used to connect to the Xanadu Dome.”

“Well. Here’s hoping we don’t run into any goblins or trolls down here.” Juliet’s boots scuffing on the concrete steps echoed oddly, and her words seemed more ominous than she’d intended.

“I know you’re joking, but there are rumors of mutant creatures in these depths, escaped from a mad scientist’s laboratory …”

“Angel! Don’t mess with me!” Juliet hissed, her voice a little shaky.

“Mess with you?” Angel sounded innocent, but Juliet knew better. She descended another flight of stone steps, her fourth one, rounded the landing, and, at the bottom of the next flight, she saw a heavy metal door, chained and padlocked shut.

“You were joking, right?”

“Joking?”

“I’m gonna get you back for this.” Juliet’s voice was a bit more tremulous than she’d have liked as she silently padded down the last flight to the big door. She unslung her backpack and dug around for her cutting torch, muttering, “If I see any mutants, I’m shooting first, and you’ll be to blame!”
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When Juliet cut through the thick chains holding the door closed, she found it was still securely locked, and had to spend another five minutes cutting through the bolt that held it shut. By the time she was done, the air was thick with the fumes of molten plasteel and metal. She applied the business end of her pry bar to the heavy door and used her powerful plasteel arm to torque it open. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected to see on the other side as it squealed open on dry hinges, but a long, empty, dusty cement corridor was what greeted her.

Packing up her torch and her pry bar, she shouldered her backpack and started forward, the beam of her light blazing out of the business end of her SMG. The tunnel had a downward grade, and Juliet found herself moving quickly through it, kicking up clouds of ancient dust as her boots scuffed along the concrete. “I don’t think anyone’s used this tunnel for decades.”

“The main New Atlas dome was constructed in the seventies, and people moved above ground as the first arcologies were constructed. You know the city is named for the Atlas Mining Consortium, right? In the early days, Atlas employees comprised more than ninety percent of the population. Now, they’re less than one percent.”

“Has the company declined, or have other interests just boomed?”

“A little of both, according to the reading I’ve done. Atlas Corp has failed to adapt to changing demands and, like most of the free cities in the Sol System, the population has boomed.”

“Free?”

“A colloquialism that employs a very loose definition of the word. It’s mainly used to describe cities that allow easy visa access and immigration.”

Juliet was finding it hard to breathe in the sweltering tunnel, and she wondered at that. Why was it so hot? “Do you know where we are? Did Lemur give you a map of the underground?”

“Not exactly. I know your rough proximity to the railway, but I don’t have an accurate map of these tunnels. Judging by the staleness of the air, you’ll need to open another door before you’re in the main network.”

“Yeah. Stale is right.” Juliet quickened her steps, confident she wouldn’t be ambushed in the plain concrete tunnel with its decades of dust. According to the map display on her AUI, she’d walked nearly two kilometers and descended a hundred meters by the time she saw a dim, amber LED ahead. When she focused on it, her ocular implants zoomed in, and she saw another heavy plasteel door, much like the one she’d just cut through.

When she approached the door and saw it was secured by a weld, not a chain or security panel, she unslung her pack and pulled out her torch again, for the first time wondering if she should have packed some spare canisters for the little device. She figured she’d only used about ten percent of the mix, but she could see she’d need about twice that much to cut this big weld, and if there were many more doors like this, she’d be in a pickle. “Nothing to do about it now. Here’s hoping there aren’t a ton of welded doors in my way.”

“Here’s hoping.”

“That’s it?”

“Hmm?”

“I was banking on you trying to reassure me with facts and statistics about how unlikely it would be to encounter many more welded doorways.”

When Angel didn’t reply, she frowned, sparked the torch to life, and started cutting. It was noisy, blinding work, and Angel had to dim her visor’s gain to protect the sensitive light receptors in her implants. Juliet lost herself in the task and was a little startled when, as she finished, Angel said, “I detected speech patterns from the other side of the door while you were cutting.”

“You’re telling me now?” Juliet rapidly stepped back, dropped the torch, and lifted the SMG.

“Would you have turned back?”

“Good point,” Juliet subvocalized, moving to the left, crouching low, and training the gun on the hot, ticking seam of the door, waiting to see if someone pushed it open. As the metal cooled and quieted, she hunkered there, patient, breathing steadily, knowing that anyone who might pose a threat could be waiting, just as patiently, for her to come through instead. She’d loaded her SMG with the same armor-piercing rounds she’d used on Dione, and she contemplated switching to her needler, filled with botu-rounds, but she decided it would be too dangerous with an unknown adversary.

“How long will you wait?” Angel prompted after four minutes or so.

“Keep your ears open,” Juliet replied, knowing it was an unnecessary directive but feeling better having said it. Then she lowered her gun and reached back, digging into the side pocket of her pack. She pulled out a black metal ball, just a bit smaller than a baseball, and set it on the ground beside her. “Fire it up,” she said.

A second later, a red LED blinked three times on the black ball before it sprouted eight telescoping legs, needle-thin and about six inches long. A moment later, a window appeared in her AUI, displaying a camera feed from the little spider drone. Along the bottom was a signal strength meter and a battery status—four out of four bars and ninety-nine percent, respectively. “It’s ready,” Angel said.

Juliet lifted her gun again, then quietly padded toward the door. “I’ll crack the door, and you drive the drone through. See what’s over there.”

“Roger.”

Juliet smiled at Angel’s serious military affect, then grabbed the door’s handle, slowly tugging it on protesting hinges until a four- or five-inch gap opened between it and the ancient plasteel doorjamb. As soon as the opening was wide enough, the little drone clicked through, its tiny legs pounding out a rapid staccato like someone lightly drumming knitting needles on the ground. Juliet backed up, watching the feed.

The dusty hallway continued past the door, though everything was in shades of green—the drone was using night vision, which meant the hallway was dark. Angel drove it forward, and Juliet saw a turn in the corridor to the left about twenty meters from the door. The intersection was still dusty but not in the center; Juliet could see the scuff marks of many feet. “Slowly,” she breathed as the drone rapidly clicked its way to the corner.

Angel knew what she was doing, and the drone froze right at the edge of the concrete junction, hugging the corridor wall. It paused there for several seconds before carefully extending its multijointed legs until the camera was viewing the new corridor. Juliet instantly recognized the shapes of four crouching people. They were hugging the walls of the passage, two on a side, about ten meters from the junction. She saw they had goggles or visors on, and two of them clutched batons while a third held a large-barreled gun—a shotgun, she figured. The last lurker had a semiautomatic pistol aimed at the junction.

Angel almost instantly pulled the drone back, but she snapped a still image of the four figures first, putting it into another window for Juliet to analyze. The ambushers wore mismatched gear. None had helmets, and only one had any body armor, a bulky military-style vest. They all looked filthy, and the one with the pistol only had one arm. “I should have bought some grenades,” she subvocalized.

“I’m listening with the drone. They aren’t moving. Still, I can use the drone for targeting, and you could shoot around the corner with your plasteel arm.”

“They’ll hear me open the door.”

“They heard you open it this much, and they’re still waiting.”

“Well, as you said, I’m not leaving now.” Juliet grabbed the side of the big door and gave it a yank, opening it two feet with only a short squeal of protest, enough for her to slip through easily. She saw Angel nudge the drone forward again to peek down the corridor. She crouched before the door and watched the feed; the four ambushers hadn’t moved.

Juliet clicked off the light on her SMG then let it hang at her side, yanking her needler from its holster. “Let’s make this perfect,” she subvocalized, quietly stepping toward the corner where the drone sat, a dark black lump against the base of the wall.

“Are you sure botu-rounds are the right move here?” Angel asked.

“No.” Juliet didn’t exactly think she was being clever, but she didn’t know these people. Maybe they were only going to threaten her and attempt to rob her. Should she come out shooting lethal rounds on just that possibility? She supposed plenty of people, plenty of operators, would, but she had enough dead people’s faces dancing through her mind at night when she tried to sleep. She wanted to keep their numbers from expanding as much as she could.

She paused as she neared the corner and subvocalized, “Make sure they’re still waiting, then expand the drone’s feed window and put my crosshairs on it.”

“That was my plan.” Angel’s voice was terse, and Juliet knew she was worried. She took a deep breath, steadying herself, edging the muzzle of her needler toward the corner and waiting for Angel to move the drone. She counted her heartbeats, one … two … three … and then the drone moved, its feed expanded, and Juliet fought the momentary disorientation as it suddenly felt like she was looking through the drone’s eyes.

She quickly stuck her arm around the corner, lined up the crosshairs on the first lurker—aiming at his neck and chest area—and squeezed the trigger, moving to the next target. She did the same, and was about to move to the third when a thunderous boom sounded. She felt a numbing impact on her plasteel hand, and the needler was blown to pieces, parts of it flying against the wall to her right. She didn’t have to yank her arm back; the impact of the shotgun did that for her. Little red lights populated the corner of her AUI where the limb’s usually transparent status was displayed.

“Shit!” Juliet hissed, backpedaling and reaching to lift her SMG. Her hand felt clumsy and slow, and she struggled to figure out what was wrong, losing precious seconds before she realized she’d lost her trigger finger. A form darted around the corner, another bang sounded, and she felt a painful impact at the center of her chest, almost falling backward. “Dammit!” she cried, jamming her middle finger into the SMG’s trigger guard and jerking it back, spraying the shooter and the wall behind him with armor-piercing nine-millimeter rounds. He grunted, staggered, and fell limply to his side. The shotgun discharged again, spraying buckshot into the wall nowhere near Juliet, and then he lay still.

One thing Grave had drilled into her was that in a firefight, you couldn’t stand still, couldn’t hesitate when you had active enemies and no cover. She thought about retreating behind the door, but instead, she stepped to the right, hugging the wall and giving herself a broader angle on the corner. A dim memory came to her of a time when she didn’t know better and failed to properly “slice the pie.” She’d had plenty of time to learn better habits, though, and she edged around, gun ready, looking for the final ambusher. She’d just gotten to the last slice when, with a warbling cry, he charged at her, baton held high.

Juliet dropped the gun to hang from its sling, then, forming a four-fingered plasteel fist, she stepped forward, inside the arc of his swing, and punched him under the chin. His head snapped back, and he flopped onto his back, utterly still. Juliet pounced on him, ripping one of the shrink-ties from her vest pocket and hastily securing his hands behind his back. She was clumsy with her damaged hand, but now that she knew her pointer finger was gone, she managed. When she finished with him, Juliet hurried to bind the hands of the two paralyzed ambushers.

The whole while she worked to secure them, Juliet berated herself for not prioritizing the shotgun-wielding lurker. She also felt a hot wave of embarrassed shame for opting to use her low-velocity toxin rounds when people with real guns were waiting, ready to shoot. It was a risk she shouldn’t have taken, and she was glad Angel was the only witness to her hubris. “Don’t say it,” she said, knowing Angel wanted to reprimand her.

“I’m just glad you’re okay.”

Juliet held up her hand, frowning at the black fluid leaking from the bottom joint where her pointer finger was supposed to be. The hand’s palm, thumb, and wrist were scored with bright plasteel grooves, the red enamel scraped away. Sighing, she looked at the mangled mess of her needler before scooping it up and stuffing it into her pack; someone with enough patience might tie it to her through her SOA license. “That was a shit show.”

While she’d been binding the ambushers, Juliet had seen, in the once more small window that displayed the drone’s feed, that Angel had driven the spider down the passageway, bypassing two more junctions. It was now observing a rather steep cement stairway. She paused to look more closely at the window, which enlarged slightly with her attention. The drone sat on a landing of sorts near the top of an enormous, dimly illuminated tunnel. Several figures were walking around near the base of the cement steps, but none seemed to be approaching the drone and the tunnel that led to where Juliet stood.

“That appears to be one of the main thoroughfares of Old Atlas. You should be able to find the railway to the Xanadu Dome less than a kilometer from the base of those steps.”

Juliet looked at her hand again, saw it was still leaking black fluid, and asked, “Should I turn back and get this looked at?”

“You could stop that leak with your cutting torch. Your finger is there.” Angel highlighted the forlorn digit lying near the assailant she’d killed with the SMG. “If you put it into the socket and fuse the plasteel, it will keep you from losing too much of the lubricant.”

“Is that what this stuff is? Lubricant?”

“Yes, it’s a specialized carbon-based polymer. If you lose too much, the limb’s joints will eventually suffer wear and damage from normal use.”

“Jeez,” Juliet sighed, holding her hand straight up over her head to keep more fluid from leaking out as she walked over and picked up her damaged finger. Grunting, she jammed and wriggled the digit into the hole it had left behind. Done with that, she picked up her torch. Juliet didn’t have the right kind of tip or flux to weld plasteel properly, but she knew if she got it hot enough and jammed it against the concrete wall, she could secure the finger in place.

She’d done just that, frowning at how she’d ruined her hand—her finger stuck straight out when she curled her other ones—when one of the paralyzed ambushers started to stir.

“Dammit,” she sighed. “What do I do with these guys? I don’t want them to break free before I leave this place.”

“I’m exploring the side tunnels nearby with the drone. Perhaps we can find a place to lock them.”

“Okay.” Juliet walked over to the bullet-riddled lurker and took his shotgun. It was an ancient, rusted piece of junk. She jacked the remaining three shells out of it, bent it against her knee until the barrel started to crack away from the stock, and tossed it against the wall. She stepped over to the guy she’d punched under the chin, saw he wasn’t moving at all, and felt for his pulse.

“He’s dead,” Angel informed, displaying his temperature—far too low for a living person.

“Should have just shot him, I guess.” So far, she’d avoided looking at any of their faces, and she continued to do so, leaving the two dead bodies face down. The guy who’d started to groan and wriggle was facing the wall, his back to Juliet, so she walked over to him, placed a boot on his bound hands, and said, “If you don’t stay still, I’ll have to kill you.”

When he stopped moving and didn’t make a sound, she turned to the other man she’d shot with the botu-needles and checked his pulse. It was slow but steady. “Any luck?”

“I think I found something. Another sealed door, but smaller; I think it’s an old maintenance closet. The label has been scratched out, but there are braille imprints beneath it that I can just make out with the drone’s camera. I believe it says Custodian.”

“All right.” Juliet stepped over to the man who’d stopped wriggling on her command and grabbed his upper arm. “Stand up,” she said, pulling. He groaned and staggered but managed to get his feet under himself, and she pushed him until his face was against the wall. “Don’t move.” As she stepped away, she saw he’d fallen atop his pistol, so she picked it up and stuffed it in the side pocket of her backpack. Angel had provided a label for it almost immediately—.45 ACP.

She nudged the other guy in the butt, pushing against his baggy, filthy, army-green jacket. “Get up.”

“Melt yourself,” he grunted.

“Listen, buddy, I’m trying to figure out a way not to kill you. You can cooperate, or I can fire a few more botu-rounds into you. What do you say? Wanna roll the dice?”

“Cold bitch,” he groaned, grunting with effort as he struggled to worm his way up to his knees without using his hands. Juliet held her SMG in her plasteel hand, training the muzzle on the other man. She grabbed the mouthy one by the jacket collar and hoisted up, helping him to stand.

She backed up a few steps so the two were in her field of view and said, “All right. Start walking slowly. I’ll tell you where to go. I’m wasting precious time dealing with you idiots, and if you give me a reason to, I won’t feel too badly about sending one or both of you to escort your two dumb friends to whatever comes after this life.”
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Juliet slipped two shrink-ties around the links of the chain she’d cut, sealing the two ambushers away in the ancient janitor’s closet. The ties were tough, remarkably so, and she didn’t think they’d be able to break free; neither of the men had seemed particularly hale. They crowded the door, pressing toward the gap before she pushed it shut and tightened the bands, cussing at her, yelling something about her mother or what they’d do to her if they found her. “I’ll alert corpo-sec about you being trapped in here when I’m done!”

“You can’t keep us here, bitch!” one of them screamed, his words loud and clear as he pressed his face to the seam between the door and the jamb.

“You keep calling me that. It’s not really increasing my sympathy …”

“We’ll die in here!”

“Well, you meant to kill me back there, didn’t you?”

“Nah! We were just gonna scare you!”

“Right. Well, as I said, I’ll make sure you don’t rot in there.” With that, she pressed the door closed and activated the shrink-ties, pulling the chain taut.

“In case I forget, Angel,” she said, turning to follow her map to where the drone waited, “make an anonymous report about these guys being trapped after we’re done down here.”

“Will do.”

Juliet briefly wondered if she was the bad guy in this situation. She’d been an unknown threat to those men, cutting through the door the way she did. Maybe they’d been scared and meant to question or intimidate her but not start shooting. Should she have tried negotiating before she reached around the corner and began firing botu-rounds? Could she really blame them for shooting back at her? “Am I gaslighting myself?” she wondered aloud.

“You made some serious tactical errors in your engagement with those men, but I’m at least as much to blame as you are.”

“No, you aren’t—”

“I am.” Angel’s voice was grave as she cut Juliet off, which she didn’t do very often. “I knew you were acting hastily; I knew the needler was the wrong weapon, and I should have helped you choose a better target. I feel like I’m performing less optimally than when we first met, which seems to be a serious problem indeed. Why didn’t I encourage you to try to negotiate? Why didn’t I remind you about prioritizing targets? I could have even guided your sights toward the individual with the shotgun. It would have required a very minor tweak of your motor functions, a tiny nudge to get your wrist moving in the right direction …”

“You didn’t do that because you respect me. You treat me like a person, not your … I don’t know the right word. Charge? You don’t act like a combat program because you’re not. You have your own thoughts and feelings, and you act more like a person than a stupid PAI. You probably didn’t slow me down or warn me more about my dumb tactics because you don’t think I’m an idiot and weren’t sure I didn’t know something you didn’t. If all you did was follow a set of rules like a typical PAI, you would have done everything you mentioned. Instead, you showed me that you trusted me, even though I was being dumb. Thank you.”

“Still. I’m sorry, Juliet. Let’s agree that, in dangerous situations, we’ll communicate more. Would that be all right with you?”

“Yes. Absolutely. I really hope I didn’t just kill those two men for no reason. Maybe they would have backed off.”

“I don’t think it was likely that they were prepared to resolve matters with a lone woman peacefully. We can’t know for sure, but those men, together with the ones you locked up, were wanted for seventeen violent crimes. I did a sat-net search using still images from the drone.”

“Oh, jeez. That makes me feel better. Next time, tell me that as soon as it’s convenient, please!” It was true, she did feel a wave of relief, but it didn’t change the fact that her ambushers might not have been such violent ne’er-do-wells. It bore reflecting on—both her quick escalation to violence and her inflated sense of capability; she’d really thought she could tranquilize all those men before they could react to her. “Something to bring up with Doctor Ming,” she muttered.

Juliet clutched her SMG, newly topped-off magazine ready to go, and picked up the pace. Her immobile cybernetic finger stuck straight out along the trigger guard, almost like she meant to practice trigger discipline. Anyone looking at her would probably think it worked just fine. She’d mentally reminded herself—and practiced a couple of times—that she’d need to pull that trigger with her middle finger if she got in another shootout. “I wonder if Bennet can get this thing working, at least enough to last until I make it back to Luna.”

“He probably can,” Angel opined. “You’ve seen his workshop; he has the appropriate tools, and if he needs some guidance, I’ve downloaded the full specifications for your arm.”

“That’s good. It might be kinda fun to see how these things work on the inside.” Juliet subconsciously flexed her working fingers, imagining the innards of her hand.

“That archway to your left leads to the stairway where the drone awaits.” Juliet glanced at her AUI and saw that the drone’s battery was down to eighty-nine percent.

“Do you think everyone will be as hostile as those jerks back there?”

“Doubtful.”

Juliet stepped around the corner and stood atop the cement stairs, looking left and right down the enormous tunnel. It looked like it had been made to allow gigantic vehicles to traverse the underground warren. “What were they mining down here before the dome was built?”

“At first, H-3. When it came time to build the domes and first arcologies, though, it was a matter of acquiring vast quantities of raw resources for the AI nanite swarms to use for their extrusion process.” Juliet started down the steps, noting that Angel had put small windows showing the feeds for the various cameras in her helmet on her AUI. “I’m watching the people nearby and in the distance for signs of aggression and weapons. Be ready to turn in any direction I indicate on your AUI.”

“Thanks.” Juliet tried to keep her center of gravity low as she lifted her SMG and continued down the stairs. She didn’t like how out in the open she was, but she’d turned off her light and was trying to move smoothly so she didn’t draw attention. The dull yellow LEDs in the high, arched ceiling of the old tunnel didn’t provide much illumination, leaving plenty of shadows for her to skulk through as she got to the bottom of the passageway.

She turned to the right and saw two figures wearing baggy, shapeless jackets or blankets scurry away down a side passage. Two of her camera feeds flashed yellow, and Angel said, “I’ve detected weapons on some individuals behind you, but they’re moving away.”

“Cool. If they don’t mess with me, I won’t mess with them.” Juliet glanced at her map, saw she had about fifteen hundred meters to go before turning to the right, and broke into a light jog. “Let’s get this thing done.”

Every twenty meters, tunnels branched off from the main thoroughfare. Juliet slowed, edging toward the center of the passage so she could see into the recessed archways, ensuring an ambush wasn’t waiting for her. She saw some startled, desperate-looking people, but most averted their gaze or fled when they saw her.

Refuse was strewn all over the place, from trash—like empty food cartons or ripped-up boxes—to filthy blankets, clothing, and the occasional broken or discarded item. Juliet ignored most of the garbage, but every so often, she’d pass by a broken doll or, in one instance, a game deck with a shattered screen, and she had to imagine people living down there with children. It was a sobering thought.

Only one person spoke to her before she turned, a woman with wild hair, rotten teeth, and a cybernetic eye with erratically blinking red LEDs. She saw Juliet creeping by, gun at the ready, and hissed, “Corpo scum.”

Juliet didn’t want to engage, but she couldn’t stop herself from saying, “I’m not corpo.” Then the woman was behind her, and a few seconds later, Juliet turned to the right into a narrow, dusty tunnel, following in the wake of her little drone. Angel was driving the spider about fifty meters ahead of her; she might still run into hostile people, but at least she’d have an idea of what she was walking into. As if on cue, Angel said, “There’s a sealed door ahead, and two individuals are encamped, for lack of a better word, before it.”

“Roger,” Juliet replied, turning left at a T-junction and slowing, focusing on the drone’s feed. Sure enough, it faced a couple of people sitting before a butane camp stove. She saw a tent against the big plasteel door, an old pallet piled with cardboard boxes, and quite a lot of discarded trash and broken-looking objects, from a small table with three legs to the lower half of a synthetic humanoid, chrome legs jutting out from a midriff truncated at the hips. The two people were sitting on plastic stools, wearing filthy, loose clothing, and were unarmed as far as she could tell. “Keep watching them.”

“I will. The one on the left is female and, I believe, pregnant.”

“Seriously?” Juliet looked at the feed again, walking slowly and watching the woman for a moment. Sure enough, when she leaned back, away from the little kettle on the camp stove, Juliet saw her distended belly. “She might just be overweight …”

“I don’t think so.”

“Yeah, I know. Look at her knees—poor thing is thin as a rail.” The girl’s coat had fallen open, and her bony, dirt-smudged knees protruded. “Let me know when I’m approaching the last corner. I don’t want to surprise them.”

“You’re close; one more turn, then twenty meters to the last one.”

Juliet nodded, looking at the map as if to confirm Angel’s directions, and then hurried her steps. When she came to that final corner, she looked in the drone’s feed again, ensured the pair were still sitting in their camp, and called around the corner, “Hey, you two. Can we talk? I’m not here to cause any trouble.”

She could see Angel had driven the drone to the edge of the junk-piled pallet, and she had a good view in its feed of the girl’s face when she heard Juliet’s voice. Her eyes opened wide, and she almost fell off her stool. The other person turned, and Juliet saw it was another young woman, similarly dirty, similarly wan, and frail looking. She had synthetic pink hair, and if Juliet were any judge, it probably cost a pretty penny once upon a time.

“Leave us alone!” the second woman called.

“I need to access that door,” Juliet replied, still hanging back beyond the corner. “I’m going to come around so we can talk, okay? Don’t do anything threatening; I don’t want to hurt either of you.” She heard shuffling movement and saw through the drone’s feed as the second girl moved to crouch before the pregnant one protectively. Juliet lowered the SMG and, palms held out to her sides, stepped around the corner. “Really,” she said, “I just want to get past this door.”

“It doesn’t open. Welded shut. This is our spot!”

“I’m Lucky.” Juliet took a step forward. “I mean, that’s my name. What can I call you two?”

“Nothing. Get melted, corpo rat.”

“Easy!” Juliet chuckled. “Those are fighting words! I’m no corpo goon. In fact, I want through this door so I can pull a fast one on a major corpo scumbag. He’s holding my girlfriend hostage.”

“Serio?” the first girl, the pregnant one, asked from behind her protective friend. Her voice was high and kind of thready, like her vocal cords were tired.

“One hundred true-true,” Juliet answered, falling into the old slang she’d sometimes used when hanging around with Felix and his pals. That thought gave her pause, eliciting a moment of strange panic; it felt like a different person had lived that life. She hadn’t thought about Felix in weeks. “You guys good? Need a boost? Get some food for baby and mama?”

“We good,” the protective girl said.

“Hang a sec.” Juliet held up her hands to show they were empty and slowly unslinged her pack. “Got some food in here.”

“I said we—”

“Hush, Cel. I’m hungry-hungry!”

“I got you, mama.” Juliet spoke softly, digging into her pack and pulling out four packages of MREs. “Can I come closer? Give to you?”

“Come, ghost,” the other girl prompted. “I’m Cel. This Rissa. We ain’t leave this spot.”

“I haven’t yet detected any weapons on the pair of them,” Angel said. Juliet could see in her AUI that she’d maneuvered the drone behind the girls.

“Hey, ladies,” Juliet said, moving closer and then squatting low, pressing the button on the side of her helmet to flip the visor up.

“Shine! She pretty, Cel!” Rissa said, peering at Juliet from behind Cel’s shoulder.

“Thanks, sweet girl,” Juliet replied, holding up the MRE packages. “Here’s food. I don’t need; it’s nada, ’kay?”

“Yeah.” Cel took the packages in filthy, cracked-nail fingers. As she did so, she sort of fell out of her squatting position to her rump to sit on the floor in front of Rissa’s stool, exposing the pregnant girl fully. Juliet stared at her distended belly and couldn’t imagine how scared she must be.

“Why you living here, ladies? Corpo scum chase you out?”

“They wanted her,” Rissa sighed, resting a bony hand on her stomach.

“The corp? Which?”

“EvoGen,” Cel replied, biting at the edge of one of the MRE packages. Juliet looked away from Cel into Rissa’s pale brown eyes, at her dirt-smudged face, and then down at her belly, straining the fabric of her threadbare T-shirt. She suddenly wanted to feel it and lifted her left hand, holding it toward the pregnant girl.

“Can I?”

“Yeah. She kickin’ now.” Juliet nodded and gently rested her palm on the girl’s taut stomach. It was hot, hotter than Juliet had expected, and as soon as her hand rested against it, she felt a pressure against her palm. Rissa giggled. “She like you!”

“Wow!” Juliet joined in the giggle. Then, on an impulse, she closed her eyes and was instantly overwhelmed by feelings of warmth, pleasure, happiness, and behind it all, an unmistakable vibrancy. When she opened her eyes, her cheeks were streaked with tears. “She’s so happy, Rissa. So healthy!”

Suddenly, Cel reached up and slapped Juliet’s wrist, knocking her hand off Rissa’s belly. “That enough, enough.”

“True.” Juliet sighed, standing up and taking a step back. “Can I help more? Some bits?”

“No,” Cel said, but Juliet saw in her eyes that she wanted to say yes. She looked at Rissa and raised an eyebrow.

“Need bits to change ID—to work for other corpo. One that don’t want her,” Rissa muttered, gently rubbing her belly.

“I can help,” Juliet said, then subvocalized, “Angel, can you alter their IDs?”

“Not enough for them to gain employment. All the ID data I’ve been using to mask your presence is either from Earth or incomplete surface details from public nets on Luna and Titan.”

“You know someone who can make you new IDs?”

“Your words sound corpo sometimes,” Cel noted, holding the MRE package to the side and staring at Juliet.

“Too many jobs.” Juliet shrugged. “Know someone to help?”

“Yeah. Redbot. He wants five hundred.”

Juliet frowned, thinking. “I’ll give you a secure address. You go see Redbot. Message me when he makes the IDs, and I’ll pay.”

“True-true?” Cel asked, reaching over to grab Rissa’s hand.

“True.”

“I sent them both a secure line address.”

“You got it?” Juliet asked, smiling at Rissa.

“Yes!”

“Okay. I’m gonna cut the door now. Don’t look at the fire.” She turned her back on the girls and approached the plasteel door. She knew Angel was still watching them, so she didn’t feel nervous as she dug out her torch and got to work. She was about halfway done when Angel expanded her rearview camera feed enough to show the girls quietly walking out of the tunnel. “I hope they really go see that guy. That baby shouldn’t be born down here.”

“It was fun hearing you speak that way. At first, I thought you were having a stroke.”

“Hah! No, it’s just the way dumb kids talk. I mean, that sounds harsh; they aren’t dumb. I think it’s kind of a rebellion thing, you know, to annoy the adults and stiff corpo crowd. Fee and I used to talk that way all the time. Hard to imagine kids on Titan have the same slang and speech patterns as those on Earth.”

“It’s not that hard to imagine. You all share media for entertainment and connect socially via the sat-nets.”

“Huh,” Juliet grunted, finishing up her cut. She pulled out her pry bar and used it to leverage the door open a few inches. “Send the drone through.” She stepped to the side, set her pry bar down, and hefted her SMG, watching the drone’s green-toned feed. It progressed through a dusty passageway, then came to a larger tunnel with a recessed rail line running down the center.

“That’s the tunnel that leads to the Xanadu Dome,” Angel announced.

“Awesome. So, it’s still there …” Juliet pulled the door open further and went through. She tacked the door shut with a bit of welding—something she could cut quickly but that would still discourage others from wandering through. Ten minutes later, she was hiking down a musty, hot tunnel, following the old railway. According to Angel’s map, provided by Lemur, the rail line should end after about five klicks, and she’d need to find a way up into the other dome. Angel continued to drive the drone ahead, encountering nothing but dust. The railway seemed utterly abandoned.

Juliet looked at her clock, saw it was nearly four in the morning, and sighed wearily. “I hope we can get through into the other dome. I should be able to get public transport back to the New Atlas Dome, right?”

“Yes, there are commercial hubs in the Xanadu Dome—tourist attractions. You should be able to order a cab. Don’t jinx us, though, Juliet! You’re not there yet!”

“Me?” Juliet laughed. The idea that her PAI was worried about jinxing things was almost too much for her exhausted mind. Luckily, Angel’s fears were unfounded. When the railway ended, Juliet had to cut through another plasteel door behind which she found a set of concrete steps leading up a dozen flights of stairs. At the top, she came to a security door with an active data pad. Juliet quickly plugged into it, and Angel bypassed the lock almost as easily as back in New Atlas. Then they were through, standing on a grassy hillside, looking down at a sight that didn’t seem real.

To her right, Juliet could see the old rail tracks leading out of the hillside where the passage had been completely sealed by poured concrete. The railway led away, down the hill, but only for a hundred meters or so, and then it was swallowed by a dense, impossible forest. It was that forest that took Juliet’s breath. It blanketed the slope toward a shimmering blue ribbon of a river that sparkled in the orange morning light. The river had to be huge, for Juliet could see ships lazily plying it, moving in both directions, dwarfed by the waterway.

She let her eyes track the river toward the center of the dome, and just as Lemur had promised, a mountain rose from the center of the green valley, covered with dense foliage. “God, it’s beautiful,” she breathed, looking out toward the rising sun, marveling at the view through the dome that hadn’t been present at all in New Atlas. She could see Saturn looming like a Goliath, and beyond it, dark space and stars slowly fading as the programmed layers of the dome augmented the sunrise and took on a more opaque nature.

“It truly is,” Angel replied, her voice hushed like Juliet’s.

“Can you figure out where we are?”

“Yes, precisely where Lemur predicted. If you hike down this hill and due northeast, you’ll come to a tourist hub in about two kilometers. Only a few major roadways are in this dome, and two meet there. Shall I order you a cab?”

“Yeah. Hang on, though. Let’s secure this door.” Juliet turned back to the concrete landing, pushing the heavy door shut.

“I have control of this door and the one on the other end. Both cameras are in working order, so I’ll be able to ensure they’re still unguarded before we use them again.”

“Perfect. Well, I’m tired as hell and don’t really feel like hiking through a forest, but I guess it beats another trip through the underground.” Juliet kicked at some rocks as she began hopping and sliding down the slope toward the dense foliage. “You think it’s too early to call Bennet?”

“He’s likely asleep.”

“I wanted to tell him about my hand, but I guess it can wait.”

When she reached the forest—or maybe jungle was a better word—Juliet had to beat branches aside, pushing her way through the dense undergrowth at its edge. Once through that, however, the foliage opened up a bit, and she was able to make better time toward her destination.

She’d only traversed about half a kilometer, sweating profusely, swatting at buzzing flies that kept trying to feast on her neck, when a loud gunshot rang out nearby.
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That was a high-caliber round,” Angel said as Juliet dropped to the ground, her hands digging into a thick layer of mulched leaves. “It came from the northwest.” An arrow flashed on Juliet’s AUI, indicating the correct direction. “Between five and twelve hundred meters away.” Juliet crawled on her elbows toward a thick tree trunk, some kind of deciduous maple variant.

“Did the shot come this way?”

“I did not hear any impacts from the projectile.”

As Juliet scooted around the tree, putting it between herself and the source of the shot, another one rang out, along with the unmistakable sound of a man shouting. She started to ask Angel to analyze it, but she was already on it. The audio sounded again, cleaned up and enhanced. This time, Juliet clearly heard a man shouting, “Got him!”

“Do people hunt out here?”

“Ah!” Angel’s voice was full of relief. “I think that’s it. Hunting licenses are sold and raffled for use in this dome and two others.”

“Right. Well, let’s get out of here before someone thinks I’m a deer.” Juliet stood up and broke into a jog, following her original trajectory toward the parking lot where, hopefully, her cab would be waiting. She heard more distant shots as she progressed, but they didn’t seem to be getting closer, and it never sounded like bullets were coming her way. Still, she tried to hurry, pounding over the loose mulch, jumping the undergrowth, and weaving between tree boles. After fifteen minutes or so, she broke through onto a grassy berm along the side of a broad, two-lane road with smooth, fresh-looking blacktop.

“Your destination is only a hundred and twenty meters to your left.”

Juliet wiped at her sweat-drenched forehead and started jogging along the road. It rounded a densely treed curve, and then she saw the tourist stop ahead. It reminded her of a truck stop back on Earth, with charging stations, big halogen lights, and three fast-food restaurants all sharing a parking lot. “Did you …”

“Your cab is seven minutes out.”

“Thanks,” Juliet sighed, slowing her jog to a walk, trying to calm her breathing and cool down a bit before she encountered any people. They weren’t in the city, though, and it was very early in the morning—nobody was moving about at the station, and all the restaurants were limited to automated service. Juliet walked up to a place called King’s Smoothies and stepped through the automatic door, sighing with pleasure as the frigid AC blew against her sweat-soaked face and neck. She approached the automated service kiosk and ordered a Banana-berry Protein Blast.

“Though they are technically a berry, most people don’t refer to bananas that way,” Angel said, her tone intrigued.

Juliet frowned, looking at the label: it pictured bananas next to strawberries and some other little red berries. “I don’t know if the person who did this marketing realized bananas are a berry. I sure didn’t. I think they’re trying to be clever. It means it has fake banana flavoring mixed with some kind of nebulous, fake berry flavor. Make sure my nanites are on guard; I doubt it’s good for me.”

“They are standing by!” Angel replied, a sergeant getting orders for her troops.

When the machine spit out her smoothie, Juliet stuffed an extra-wide straw in the center of it and began sucking the icy sweet liquid, watching out the window for her ride. “That’s hitting the spot.” She moved to stand more directly under the AC vent, letting it blow on the back of her neck while she worked on the thick beverage. When her cab pulled in, she hurried out and climbed into the back, groaning as she stretched her legs out and sank back into the cushion. She was just starting to drift into a fitful sleep when her AUI beeped, and Angel spoke up.

“Juliet, I’ve received a message on the encrypted line I shared with those two young women, Rissa and Cel.”

“That was fast. How much do they want?” Juliet mumbled, her mind still trying to drift away.

“It’s not a payment request. Well, rather, it is, but it’s not what you intended. It seems the fellow they went to, Redbot, is demanding you pay him ten thousand bits, or he will turn the girls over to EvoGen. Cel says that the corp has issued a bounty for Rissa.”

“Are you kidding?” Juliet sat up, adrenaline and anger banishing her sleepiness.

“Cel is the one sending the messages, but she says it’s at Redbot’s insistence.”

“Get a location from her and start the cab that way.” Juliet lifted her SMG and pulled back the bolt, ensuring a round was in the chamber. “I’m not going to have some street-level ID broker strong-arm 10k outta me.”

“Cel says Redbot will only wait fifteen minutes for the transfer. She did share a location, but it will take us nearly twice that long to arrive.”

Juliet growled, her mind racing down possible solutions, finding problems with all of them. Finally, she asked, “Can you see the bounty?”

“Searching.” Angel only paused a couple of seconds before saying, “EvoGen has a seventy-five hundred Sol-bit bounty for Clarissa Campos, an indentured worker and biomedical trial participant. Five thousand bits will be paid to anyone who only manages to bring in the woman’s fetus.”

“What?” Juliet felt hot rage ignite in her stomach. “That’s disgusting. Message Cel. Have her tell Redbot I need to call in a couple of debts before I can pay. Surely, he’ll wait an hour for a big payday.”

“Passing the message to Cel—Done.”

“Dammit,” Juliet groused, flexing her hand, watching her stiff pointer finger refuse to move. “I wish I’d had time to get this looked at.”

“Cel says Redbot will wait, but he’s ‘slapping them around,’ please hurry.” At first, Angel’s words spawned more fury in Juliet, but then she frowned, and an even darker thought arose; one that was born from the seeds of the betrayals she’d faced over the last year.

“Do you think these girls are scamming me? Do you think they saw a softie, an easy mark? Should I just cut ties?”

“The bounty is real, though they could be using that against you, yes. I recommend we investigate with caution.”

“Yeah, my thoughts, too. Can you get a map of the location? Where is it?”

“It’s not far from the Port District. According to Cel, Redbot’s office is on the second floor of a helium processing plant.”

“Can you find us a nearby location where we can do some surveillance? While you’re looking, open a comm line to Bennet.”

“Roger,” Angel said, all business again. Juliet’s AUI opened a new window, and a tone sounded, indicating an attempt to connect with Bennet. A few seconds later, the window filled with static then clarified, showing Bennet with heavy eyes, his head on a bunched-up pillow.

“Hey, you’re still alive. Aya wins again!”

“Oh, right. I’m supposed to think you guys were betting on the odds of me surviving the night?”

“She said you were geared up to go to war, so yeah, we started a pool.”

“You’re full of—Oh, it doesn’t matter. You wanna help me out with something?”

“Now?”

“Well, yeah.” Juliet chuckled. “I’m pretty sure you got more sleep than I did. I could use your eyes and maybe a face the people I’m dealing with won’t recognize.”

“This related to your friend?” Bennet grunted as he started to get up. His image became slightly blurry as his PAI struggled to render and simulate his expressions.

“Not exactly.” Juliet scowled and rubbed at her temple. “Not at all. It’s a total side job. I ran into some girls who needed help. It’s a long story, Bennet. Can you help?”

“You know I owe you plenty. I’ll be there. Where we going?”

“I’ll have Angel send you a pin. It’s not far from the port. Hey, I broke my finger—I mean, on my cybernetic hand. I suppose we need to be in the shop for you to try to fix that, right?”

“Depends. How bad is it? Did you just bend the plasteel around the joint or …”

“I got it blown off by a shotgun.”

“Yeah, we’re going to need the shop. Sorry, Lucky.”

“Okay.” Juliet blew an exasperated breath, making a funny sound with her lips. “See you in a few minutes.”

“Right.” He cut the connection, and Juliet stared out her window, watching the buildings of New Atlas pass by. Traffic was still light, but there were plenty of people out and about, enough to keep her distracted.

“I think you’ll have a good view of Redbot’s offices from the roof of the building across the street. It’s a plasteel fabrication plant and won’t be open for two more hours.”

“Great. Thank you.” Juliet closed her eyes, trying to let her mind rest, if only for a few minutes. She’d been up all night, counting on being able to fall into her bunk back on the ship, but now, she had another crisis to manage. That said, it was no surprise when her mind wouldn’t let her slip into a doze. She started to imagine scenarios, picturing the mysterious Redbot and a bunch of goons surrounding the two girls. Then she imagined the scenarios if Cel and Rissa were in on some scam to get her to waste her bits. “I guess if the girls are in on it, they wouldn’t have given me Redbot’s real location. We’ll know something as soon as I get some eyes on the scene.”

“That’s logical.” Juliet and Angel rode in silence for several minutes before Angel announced, “We’re approaching the location. I’m having the cab bring you around behind the plasteel fabrication plant.”

“Is that where you sent Bennet?”

“Yes.”

Juliet watched as the cab turned down a cluttered alley between two tall, boxy concrete buildings. It approached a large recycling hub bolted to the side of the building on the left. A green light bloomed on its dashboard, and the cab’s AI said, “Destination reached. Enjoy your day.” The door unlatched, sliding open, and Juliet clambered out of the boxy vehicle. She clutched her pack in one hand and her SMG in the other, glancing left and right, and then a shadow detached from the side of the recycling hub, and Bennet stepped into the cone of the reversing cab’s headlights.

“Yo.”

“Punctual!” She followed the word with a nervous little laugh. “Thanks, Bennet.”

“It’s all good. Uh, what are we doing here, though?”

Juliet looked up the length of the concrete building behind him. “Need to get on the roof.”

“Seriously?” Bennet rested a hand on his pistol, reaching up to scratch at his short hair. “Wanna tell me what’s going on?”

“Yeah.” Juliet set her pack down by her feet and opened the top flap. “Let me get up there first, though. We can talk on comms once I’m in place.” With that, she pulled out her new grapple launcher.

“Oh! I like it!” Bennet reached out for the half-meter length of hardened plasteel. It had a plastic grip and a sight halfway up its length, a grapple attachment on one end, and a flat pry bar on the other. “Seems like it was made for breaking and entering.”

“Yeah—definitely a sketchy piece of gear to be walking around with.” Juliet laughed, adding, “I haven’t tried the grapple yet, but it should reach the top of this building no problem.”

“I didn’t bring any gloves. I’m guessing this thing fires a nanofilament line? That’s gonna be rough on bare skin.”

“Nah, I don’t need you to go up there. The target’s in the building across the street. I’m just doing some recon.”

“Still, glad you got that glove. Looks like it’ll do the job.”

“It’s made of something called Duraflex. The salesgirl was very convincing.” Juliet shrugged and held up her gloved left hand. “Can’t say it’s not comfortable.”

“All right, cool. Let’s see this thing work.” Bennet handed her back the grapple launcher. Juliet hoisted the heavy black rod, waiting for Angel to provide a targeting reticle. As one took shape in her AUI, she positioned it right above the building’s concrete parapet.

“Is that where I want to aim?” she subvocalized.

“Yes. I’m compensating for drag based on the schematics for that device. You should be right on target.”

“Here goes,” Juliet breathed, then gently depressed the firing switch on the launcher’s grip. She was surprised by the loud hiss of compressed gas exploding out of the tube as the grapple launched out. It sailed through the air, the thin, sturdy line zinging out behind it, and then it cleared the parapet and landed on the roof with a clinking thunk.

“Now gently pull it toward you until the grapple catches on the cement.”

Juliet did as Angel suggested, gently pulling the line down, letting it automatically retract into the launcher. After a few seconds, she felt the grapple scrape along the crenellation and catch, holding fast as she tugged.

“Nice!” Bennet clapped his hands and looked left and right in the alley, ensuring they were still alone. The sky had brightened quite a lot, and Juliet figured their time was severely limited when it came to not being happened upon by some fabrication employees or even city garbage collectors or some such. She dug around in her pack, pulled out the round ball of her spider drone, and handed it to Bennet.

“We’ll use that for some closer recon. Can you chill at the end of the alley and wait for me to fill you in?”

“Yeah, sure. What is this, a little drone? This is cool as hell. Aya’s gonna be jealous; hers are way bulkier.”

“Yeah. Go ahead and let it go at the end of the alley. My PAI will drive it.” She reached up to grab the line, pulling hard with her cybernetic arm, four fingered though it was. She used her feet against the building wall to support and help propel herself, and thanks to a lot of hard work in the gym back with Grave and on the Kowashi, she powered herself up the two-story building in just a minute or two.

As she threw her leg over the rough concrete parapet, she scanned the roof, seeing only vents and a few large, square air treatment installations. She crouch-walked over to the parapet bordering the street, across which she hoped to see some sign of Redbot’s activities. She’d just gotten there and was hunkering down when Bennet said, in comms, “You want me to leave this grapple hanging here?”

“Yeah, but keep an eye on the alley. I mean, I might have to make a run for it, and I’d like a way out.”

“Got it. Drone’s down, by the way.”

“I’ll navigate the drone into the other building,” Angel said.

Juliet grunted her agreement, then poked her head over the short concrete wall and stared at the far building. It was clearly an industrial site with huge bay doors, lots of enormous plasteel containment tanks, and big, steaming exhaust vents up on the roof. All that aside, the second floor had windows arrayed in a regular pattern, and she guessed there must be some offices up there. Five of the nine windows she could see were dark, but right away, she saw movement in the second window from the right. She didn’t know exactly what she hoped to find, staring at those windows, but she did it, using the enhanced zoom and added scanning spectrums of her helmet’s visor.

Angel helped to focus on the movement, highlighting people. So far, Juliet had only seen three different men, none of whom looked very much like thugs. “I wish you had a directional microphone and a proper millimeter wave scanner.”

“Well, Angel, maybe next time we’re shopping, you should remind me to pick those up.”

“I will,” she replied, Juliet’s snark lost on her. “I’ve gained entry with the drone and am searching for passage upstairs.”

“Hey,” Bennet said into comms, “are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

“Right,” Juliet muttered. “Angel, keep scanning those windows in case I’m distracted.”

“Will do.”

“Bennet, I ran into a couple of girls, real street rat types. They were down on their luck, hunted by this really nasty-sounding corp called EvoGen. Well, they want one of the girls because she’s pregnant. I’m guessing she or the baby or both were part of some trial or other. I offered to pay for the girls to get new IDs, fake ones, and figured that was that.”

“Uh-huh. That wasn’t that, was it?”

“No. The guy they went to, according to one of the girls, wants to extort me for some more bits. He’s threatening to sell the girls back to EvoGen if I don’t cough it up.”

“And you want to get eyes on him or the girls ’cause you don’t know if the girl is lying to you. That sound about right?”

“Sounds about right.”

“Juliet, I’ve reached the second floor with the drone and have eyes on Rissa. Two men are confronting her.”

“Hang on,” Juliet said into comms, focusing on the window Angel had opened in her AUI, displaying the feed from the spider drone. The drone appeared to be peeking around a corner into a room with drawn shades—one of the windows she couldn’t see through, no doubt. Rissa was leaning against a wall, and two men were standing very close to her with threatening postures. One of the men looked very low-end corpo to Juliet, wearing a poorly tailored brown business suit. He wore custom retro specs and had his hair combed back from his brow with some kind of slick, shiny product. The other looked like a typical banger to Juliet—a red button-up shirt with a bejeweled cross on the back and loose, designer jeans studded with faux rhinestones in the shapes of skulls and more crosses.

Juliet was staring, willing one of the men to turn so she could see their faces more clearly, when the drone transmitted some audio. The suit-wearing guy said, “She’ll be all right as long as you cooperate. I’m not trying to get half a reward, so calm down. I don’t want to have to tranq you and risk the kid dying.”

“Why don’t I just knock her out, boss?”

“Head trauma? That’s your big plan? And if she dies and the kid dies before EvoGen gets here?”

Suddenly, Rissa made a weird, choking, panicked sound and tried to bolt between the two men. The banger in the fancy shirt threw her back against the wall, then rotated at the hips, sending a brutal right hook into Rissa’s face, rocking her head back to crack against the wall a second time. She slid down the wall, conscious, or so it seemed from the drone’s viewpoint, but stunned.

“Oh no, you didn’t!” Juliet growled, abruptly standing up.

Juliet barely heard Angel saying she had to move the drone to avoid foot traffic. Her ears were pounding with her rushing blood, and her mind had gone down a dark path; she hadn’t been so angry since she’d learned what Gordon was doing to Delma. She ran to the grapple and, as she sat on the parapet and threw one leg over, spoke into comms.

“Bennet, they’re in there, and the girls are in trouble. I saw the pregnant one getting punched.”

“Aw, hell,” Bennet groused. “My knuckles just started to heal from the last jerk I beat up.”

“Glad I’m wearing gloves,” Juliet replied, gripping the line and swiftly lowering herself toward the ground.
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NO GOOD DEED

Juliet and Bennet hurried across the street, still almost devoid of traffic. As they stalked down the side alley of the processing plant, Bennet quipped, “Guess they don’t get started too early in this part of town.” When Juliet failed to respond to his attempt at levity, he asked, “See any workers with the drone?”

“Yeah, but my PAI mapped us a route upstairs that avoids everyone on the first level. She’s seen three people up there, all told, only one obviously carrying a gun.”

“No cameras out here?” Bennet frowned, looking up the sides of the two industrial buildings they were walking between.

“Just facing the front and rear entrances. We’re going up there.” Juliet pointed to a small window above a pallet stacked with empty five-gallon buckets. “We drop through, and the rear stairwell is just ten meters away.”

“Uh.” Bennet slowed, pressed to the concrete wall, and turned to look Juliet in the eyes. “I’m not sure I can fit through that, and it’s closed.”

“I’ll get it open, and Angel says you’ll fit.”

“He will. Even his broad shoulders will clear the opening.”

“She’s sure, huh? I’d hate to get stuck.”

“Tell him what I told you about the window casing,” Angel suggested, and Juliet realized she wasn’t really being fair to Bennet; her mind was racing, occupied with hurrying in there to help Rissa and Cel.

“Angel says the best way to open that window is to pry the window casing out of the concrete. She says it was installed poorly; she saw some light coming in around the casing with the drone. I trust her.”

“Oh. If the whole casing is coming out, yeah, I think I’ll fit. Nobody’s gonna notice that?” Bennet started walking again, sidling up to the pallet of old chemical buckets.

“Nah, only a few workers on the processing floor and none in clear view of this corner.” Juliet began flipping and stacking buckets, building a makeshift set of stairs.

“Not very good security …”

“Well, it’s a gas processing plant. I guess they aren’t worried about people stealing much out of the windows.” Juliet wasn’t trying to sound snarky, but it came out that way, so she added, “I mean, seriously, though, wouldn’t someone need a pretty big operation to get away with enough helium or whatever to make it worthwhile?”

“Yeah, I guess so. It’s not like we’re talking helium-3.” Bennet started shifting stacks of buckets closer for Juliet to work with, and soon, she had a tiered staircase against the wall that she could climb up to the window. She shrugged out of her backpack and handed it to Bennet. “Hand me that pry bar when I get up there.” Then she hopped up one stack to the next until she was shoulder level with the window. Bennet handed her the pry bar, and she got to work, trying to wedge its business end under the cheap alloy window casing.

“Try to get a wide angle so you don’t apply too much pressure; we don’t want to shatter the glass,” Angel suggested.

“Trying,” Juliet muttered, gritting her teeth. The stack of buckets wobbled under her feet as she scraped and jammed the pry bar around the edge of the casing, trying to find a good purchase. Bennet grabbed the top of the bucket stack, holding it steady while she worked, and finally, after a couple of minutes of stressful scraping, she felt the bar slip under the casing. Gently starting to apply some pressure, the metal immediately began to deform, bending up, and she worked the pry bar along the wider gap, pulling, shifting, pulling, until, after just a few seconds of work, the whole thing started to scrape and slide out of the concrete enclosure.

“Easy-peasy.” Bennet laughed, catching the window as Juliet hoisted it down to him.

“Wasn’t even screwed in or anything. Just some caulking around the outside seam.” Juliet poked her head in the opening, scanning the dim corner of the industrial building. Angel had been right about no one having a line of sight on the window; huge stainless tanks blocked the majority of the first floor from view. To the right, a concrete staircase led up. “Looks clear. Going in.” She hoisted herself through the window, rotated, and dropped down to her feet.

In her comms, Bennet asked, “Want your pack?”

“Yeah, drop it through ahead of you.” Juliet lifted her SMG then crouched at the foot of the stairs, straining her ears. She asked Angel, “Do you still have eyes on them with the drone?”

“I have eyes on a closed door behind which I last saw Rissa and those two men. I identified the one with the suit as Redbot, and the other as a wanted criminal, Arnold ‘Lobster’ Stevenson.”

“Lobster?” Juliet snorted, then jerked her SMG up, startled as her backpack fell to the concrete floor. Seconds later, Bennet dropped through, landing on his boots with a pair of heavy thuds. He froze there for a moment, and Juliet listened carefully, sure that Angel was also analyzing the sounds coming from around the noisy processing plant. Nothing alarming happened, so she motioned Bennet over.

He crept close, hoisting her backpack on the way and handing it to her as he crouched down.

“What’s the plan?”

“Well, the way I see it,” Juliet whispered, “Redbot’s kind of a white-collar crime guy, and not very big time. His hired muscle isn’t exactly pro level.”

“Yeah?”

“So, we’ll creep up there, and you can knock on the door, act like an idiot saying something like you were here for a job interview in the processing plant and got lost. He’ll probably send his muscle to escort you out, and I’ll jump ’em. We can see what we’re dealing with after that.”

“Huh. What if their PAIs call for backup?”

“I’ve got a jammer.” Juliet tapped the deck hanging from her neck.

“Right. Let’s do this. You lead the way; I’m assuming your drone has eyes on the bad guys?”

“Well, eyes on the door they’re behind.” Juliet stood and started up the stairs, hugging the wall, SMG ready, wishing she had a stun baton or that her needler wasn’t ruined. She really didn’t want to kill all these people, but she wasn’t going to let them sell Rissa and her baby to some corp. When they reached the top of the stairs, Angel directed them through a few quiet hallways until they stood at a corner, around which was the door leading to Redbot’s office.

Using the feed displayed in her AUI, Juliet figured out where Angel had hidden the spider drone. It lurked in the corner behind an overflowing trash can, its little black body tucked between a crumpled juice box and a fast-food wrapper. “I had to hide the drone there when a third individual walked into the room and closed the door.”

“But that’s where we saw them punch Rissa?”

“That’s right.”

Juliet, still lurking behind the corner, turned to Bennet. “We last had eyes on them through that door. Just go knock on it and act like a lost blockhead. I’ll wait for you guys to turn toward the stairs, then I’ll come up behind you.”

“Should be easy enough.” He grinned and sauntered past her, clearing his throat noisily. He stomped up to the door and knocked on it loudly. Juliet counted to three before the door opened a few inches, and a figure, obscured by Bennet, peered through the narrow opening.

“What? He’s busy.”

“Uh, I had an appointment. Interview, I mean.”

“What?” The man’s voice rose an octave with incredulity. “Yo, Red, you hiring more muscle?” His voice rose to a shout as he addressed the room behind him.

Thanks to Angel managing the gain on her audio implants, Juliet heard a man with a distinct English accent ask in a nasal voice, “What you on about, Lobster?”

“Uh, muscle?” Bennet asked. “Nah, I was supposed to talk to someone named Chip about driving a tank truck. You know, for the plant downstairs.”

“This dipshit’s looking for a job in the refinery.”

“Well, get him out of here,” Redbot said. “EvoGen’s coming soon.”

“Come on, dude.” Lobster swung the door wide and stepped through. Before he closed it behind himself, Juliet, watching through the drone feed, saw that Rissa was sitting on a rolling desk chair, hands bound in front of her, and Redbot and another man in a suit were sitting on a long, pale brown couch against the far wall.

“Do you think that’s all of them?” Juliet subvocalized, hurrying down the hallway, lurking in a recessed alcove with a beat-up old document processing machine.

“We can try to assess better when you’re done dealing with Lobster.”

Hearing Angel call the guy by his nickname almost elicited another snort out of her, but Juliet clamped her mouth shut and waited, watching in the drone feed as the thug marched behind Bennet. They turned the corner while Bennet chattered away, “Oh man, I feel so dumb. Thanks for showing me where to go. You guys don’t work for the foundry, huh?”

“Nah. Boss just rents the space.” Lobster didn’t have a gun in his hand and seemed very at ease. Juliet didn’t know if that was good or bad. He might be a total blockhead, or he might just be very confident in his ability to handle a threat. Hopefully, Juliet reasoned, it was both, and he was wrong about the latter. As soon as they turned toward the stairwell, Juliet moved out of her position and quietly approached, noting a high-pitched ping in her ears as Angel turned on the jammer.

As soon as she rounded the corner, she lifted the MP5 to Lobster’s back and said, “Freeze.”

“What?” he whirled, hand reaching for the big pistol hanging under his left arm. He stopped short, though, following Juliet’s advice and freezing when he saw her serious expression and even more serious weapon. Juliet had to admit her SMG was an intimidating weapon, with its military-style carbon-fiber housing and stock, its upgraded sights, and its bulky, threatening noise suppressor. Anyone who knew anything about guns would recognize that it was hardware that meant business. His eyes glazed over, and Juliet figured he was trying to call for help or warn Redbot.

“Don’t bother.” Juliet tapped her deck. She was about to say something more, but Bennet reached around the guy’s neck and flexed his prodigious arm, cinching Lobster into a murderously tight chokehold. “Don’t kill him!”

“Nah,” Bennet said as Lobster thrashed and slapped at his arm frantically. Just seconds later, he went limp, and Bennet lowered him to the floor. He flipped him over and pulled his hands back. “Toss me one of those shrink-ties.”

“Right.” Juliet yanked one of the ties from her vest pocket, noting it was oddly bent in the center—no doubt from the shotgun blast she’d eaten in the tunnels. Nevertheless, it worked just fine when Bennet hooked it around the man’s wrists and yanked the activation tab.

“How you gonna keep him from calling for help when he comes to?”

“Sec.” Juliet yanked her data cable out of her arm and knelt to jack it into Lobster’s data port. “I’ll shut down his PAI.”

“You still got eyes on the hallway?”

“Yep,” Juliet replied, glancing at the drone feed. “Door’s still closed.”

“This thug has a bargain-basement PAI. I’m in.”

“Nice, girl. Get it!” She grinned savagely and, at Bennet’s raised eyebrow, said, “My PAI is beating his up.”

“His ocular and auditory implants are disabled, and I’ve shut down his PAI. It will require removal and a firmware reset to turn it back on.”

“He’s out of commission. Let’s go.” Juliet stood up, retracting her data cable and hurrying back to the door. As she approached, Angel upped the gain on her auditory implants, and she heard a muffled conversation taking place.

“… just a few more minutes. When Lobster returns, I’ll have him clean that mess up in there.”

Muffled, high-pitched protestations told Juliet that Rissa was still alive. Angel cycled through her different visual spectrums, but either the door was surprisingly resilient, or the people inside the room were too far beyond it for her to pick up their signatures. “It sounds like it’s just the two men and Rissa in there,” Angel noted.

“Why not send the drone through?” Bennet breathed, his mouth just an inch from the nape of her neck, sending a shiver down her spine. She nodded and carefully turned the doorknob, ever so slowly pulling it open a few inches. Angel was ready, and the drone darted through. Juliet watched in her feed as it raced to the right, hugging its legs close as it crouched behind another trash can. The two men on the couch hadn’t noticed anything; they sat there, one reclining with his legs crossed and his hands behind his head, the other sipping a can of soda called Rad-Hype.

The drone slowly panned around the room, and other than another closed door, Juliet didn’t see anything to be worried about. She subvocalized into her comms, “I’ll take care of the two men. You get Rissa loose.”

Bennet nodded, and Juliet pulled the door open, stepping through, gun leveled at Redbot and his friend. “Don’t move a centimeter.”

“What the fuck?” Redbot howled, his hand reaching for a pistol grip inside his jacket. Juliet fired the gun, putting two rounds through the top of the couch with loud click-hiss emissions from her SMG.

“Didn’t you hear me? Next two will be in your heads.”

“Jesus, Red! Don’t move!” the other guy cried, his hands already above his head. Juliet knew she looked like serious business in her black-visored helmet, and she stepped forward threateningly, putting herself between Bennet, the still bound Rissa, and the two men. “Don’t kill me! I just do accounting for this prick. I thought he was legit collecting a bounty!”

“Is this how EvoGen does business? I report a bounty I want to collect, and you come and murder me so you don’t have to pay?” Redbot managed to come off as righteously indignant, and Juliet almost laughed in his face.

“Where’s the other girl?”

Redbot asked, “What girl?” but his eyes darted toward the closed door, so Juliet shifted, keeping him in her sights while watching the door. She gestured with her gun’s muzzle.

“Get up, accountant.”

“What? Why me?”

“You have three seconds to get to that door and open it. Three—”

“Shit, chill!” He jumped up and hurried to the door. Juliet watched him but glanced at her rearview camera feed, noting that Bennet had Rissa out of the chair and was helping her to stand.

“Get her out to the hallway.” Bennet didn’t reply, but she heard him talking softly to the girl, urging her to move.

“Cel! They killed her,” Rissa sobbed the instant Bennet pulled the gag out of her mouth.

“Get her out!” Juliet hissed. She watched her feed when Angel drove the drone through the other door as the “accountant” opened it. In the small window on her AUI, she saw a cluttered office space that clearly wasn’t being used for office work any longer. The desks were all shoved to one side of the room, the chairs were stacked by the blind-covered windows, and Cel’s body, clad in a dirty lime-green jumper, lay battered and bloody on the stained, dust- and debris-littered office carpeting. “You filthy, scum-sucking creep!” Juliet growled, training the muzzle of her gun back on Redbot.

“I didn’t do it!” Redbot cried.

“Juliet!” Angel spoke, startling her with the sharpness of her tone. “Cel isn’t dead. She’s comatose, but I’m detecting a pulse.” Angel zoomed in with the drone’s camera; sure enough, she saw the tiny vessel on Cel’s skeletally thin left wrist throbbing up and down.

“Get her out, Bennet,” Juliet subvocalized into comms. “I’m getting her girlfriend. She’s alive.” She was still staring at Redbot, but she gestured with the gun. “You both have almost zero seconds to get face down on the floor here.”

“I’m hurrying!” The accountant scurried back toward the couch, dropping to his knees, his hands still up. Juliet followed him with her eyes, and that’s when she saw, in the window on her AUI displaying her helmet’s side-view camera, Redbot reaching again for his gun. She still had her crosshairs pinned to his chest, so she squeezed the trigger, perhaps a little too enthusiastically. The MP5 spat out five rounds before she let go, and the recoil, light as it was, walked her bullets up, stitching a bloody line from his sternum to his chin. He never had a chance to cry out.

Juliet rushed forward and drove the accountant down to the ground with her left knee, riding him down so he grunted, “Oof!” as she came to rest with her knee still in the center of his back.

“Hands,” she barked.

“Lucky,” Bennet said in comms. “I had to find a door. I couldn’t get her through that window without hurting her. Just go through the hallway behind the stairs. There’s a door that opens to the rear alley. It’s clear. I’m calling us a cab.”

Juliet had been working on binding the accountant’s hands while Bennet spoke. When she jerked her data cable out and jammed it into his port, he cried, “What are you doing?”

“Turning out the lights. Better than killing you.” While Angel worked on his PAI, she subvocalized, “Pick up the cab a block away. Send me a pin. I think EvoGen is inbound, so keep your head on a swivel.”

“I’m through this man’s ICE. His name is Bernard Capshaw, by the way. Do you want me to render him senseless?”

“Yeah, eyes and ears off. Delete everything you can on his local directory; images of me, Bennet, the girls, everything.”

“Done. Your jammer will have kept our images off his net storage. You should plug me into Redbot.”

“Forget that,” Juliet growled, standing up and walking over to the dead man on the couch. He was already slumped forward, so it wasn’t difficult to reach the back of his neck, where she dug her thumb under his PAI chip and yanked it out. She pulled it about six inches from the port, trailing quite a little nest of synth-nerve fibers, and then she snatched her vibroblade from her arm sheath and sliced through them. As she strode toward the other room where Cel lay unconscious, she pocketed the chip and sheathed her blade.

“Lucky,” Bennet spoke into her ear while she hoisted the thin, impossibly light girl into a fireman’s carry, “I’m at the corner one block east of the building. I saw a van pull up. Two men got out and went in through the big bay door at the front of the building.”

“On my way. Wait in the cab when it comes.” Juliet stomped out of the office, Cel over her left shoulder, her MP5’s muzzle leading the way. She held her middle finger on the trigger—discipline be damned; she knew nanoseconds might make a difference, and she was worried she’d be slow getting that finger into the trigger guard. “Is there another way out?”

“Not that I know of. Windows, obviously, but …”

Juliet had paused at the turn leading to the stairs and was looking at Lobster, still lying on his face, hands and ankles bound. “Did you delete all the images of Bennet from his local storage?”

“No. I didn’t think of it before I shut the PAI down.”

“Dammit, neither did I.” Juliet stepped up to the prone man and, grunting with effort, knelt beside him. She still had Cel on her shoulder, but the girl was completely still and not very heavy, so she let go of her and used her left hand to pry the man’s PAI chip from his data port. He began to writhe and grunt around the gag Bennet had stuffed in his mouth as soon as she touched him, but she ignored it, jerking the chip and all of its nanofilament synth-nerves out of his head. He bucked wildly and then lay still.

“You may have given him brain damage …”

“I don’t care,” Juliet growled. She’d seen this creep punch Rissa in the face and didn’t doubt that he’d been in on what happened to Cel. She jammed his PAI chip into her pocket, put her hand back on Cel’s back, and, with a grunt and a protesting burn in her thighs, lurched to her feet. At that moment, the door to the stairwell opened, and two men came out. They each held heavy pistols, were dressed in yellow-and-green jumpers, and wore tan ballistic vests stitched with bright yellow logos: EvoGen.
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GOES UNPUNISHED

Maybe it was the fact that she saw the two men lifting their guns. Maybe it was a combination of the horrors she’d seen and imagined about a corp wanting to collect an “indentured” pregnant girl. Maybe it was just that she’d already shot a man, and her nerves were frayed. Whatever the excuse, Juliet didn’t hesitate. She pulled the trigger on her SMG and walked her spray of bullets across the torsos of both men. As her gun rapidly clicked and hissed with the explosive discharge of hot gas and DLC-coated lead, the two men also squeezed their triggers.

Juliet, or rather her body, remembered the training she’d received when she’d been with Grave. As she fired, she tucked her chin and turned her body to present a narrower target, which also had the secondary effect of shifting Cel out of the primary line of fire. That said, one of the corpo-sec goons hit her helmet just above and to the right of her visor, and the other put two rounds into her, one that tore a groove in her cybernetic arm below the elbow and another into her vest, sending an eye-watering, piercing pain through her ribs.

When her gun stopped clicking and the action stayed wide open, she finally released her death grip on the trigger and looked through the haze of spent gunpowder to see the EvoGen security officers were down, sprawled against the stuck-open door, more than a dozen holes in each of their vests and dark stains rapidly spreading through their pale green and khaki outfits. Juliet thumbed the button to eject her magazine. Then, awkwardly and gasping for breath, she wormed her left hand under Cel’s unconscious form to fish out a fresh one, jamming it into the MP5 and racking the slide.

She hurried through the door, stepping over the dead corpos, and then pounded down the concrete steps, adrenaline and her nanites helping her to ignore the throbbing pain in her ribs. The corpos’ weapons hadn’t been silenced, and she knew trouble was coming, so Juliet didn’t hesitate as she hit the bottom of the stairs, running as fast as she could without falling over toward the doorway leading out the back of the processing plant. When she crashed into the alley, she saw a chain-link fence separating the plant from another industrial building and some workers in environmental suits spraying down the back of a tank truck. She quickly bolted to the right, turning up the alley and running for the sidewalk, Cel bouncing on her shoulder.

When she got to the edge of the building, she peered around the corner, looking for the van belonging to the two corpos. Sure enough, a pale green van with the EvoGen logo on the side was parked in front of the building, but no one was sitting in the driver’s seat. “Either they were the only two, or the driver went in to see what was happening.”

“Don’t leave yet,” Angel replied.

“Huh?”

“Your drone. I almost have it here. I was watching the stairwell from the open window. No one has gone up yet. I believe you might be clear.”

“Oh.” Juliet looked behind her to see the spider drone climbing down from the open window, then looked back around the corner, confirming the van was still empty. She glanced to the left, trying to see to the end of the block where Bennet was, hopefully, waiting in the cab he’d called.

“There he is,” she whispered, spying one of the boxy silver Atlas Rides cabs alongside the curb. She also saw several people walking on the sidewalk, and knew she’d raise some eyebrows while carrying Cel over her shoulder. “Oh well,” she sighed softly. When she looked down, her drone was at her feet, so she scooped it up, tucked it into her backpack pouch, grasped her gun, and started walking.

She moved quickly, stretching her long legs into wide strides, staring at factory workers through her dark visor until they looked away. No one challenged her. No one tried to intervene, assuming Cel might be in trouble, that she’d harmed her, or something like that. All in all, Juliet reflected, it was another sad statement on the lack of empathy that seemed to pervade the city. The side door slid open when she got to the cab, and Juliet handed Cel through to Bennet. Rissa broke into sobs, cradling the unconscious girl. Juliet climbed in as Bennet asked, “Anyone see you?”

“Yeah. I’ll explain when I can.” Juliet motioned toward the front of the cab, where a wide-angle camera sat. “Cab, please take us to the largest shopping center in New Atlas.”

“Beginning route to the New Atlas Shopping Center,” the cab’s AI announced, pulling away from the curb.

“I need to connect to everyone’s PAI for a few seconds. I can’t explain why right now, but I will. Please trust me.”

“Um …” Bennet frowned, but then his eyes focused on Juliet’s black visor, and he nodded. “Right. In for a penny, in for a pound, eh?”

“Hmm?” Juliet frowned, shaking her head. “Haven’t heard that one, but I get the gist.” She pulled out her data cable and plugged it into Bennet’s data port at the nape of his neck.

“I assume you want me to install a daemon to hide their ID pings?” Angel asked.

“Right, and put their PAIs to sleep temporarily until you’re sure they don’t have corporate spyware. Also, please order a cab to the parking structure of the shopping center every couple of minutes while we’re en route. We’ll pick a random one to leave with.” While Angel worked on Bennet, Juliet selected a private channel with him on their comms and subvocalized, knowing Angel would pass it on. “Something happened in there. I can’t say it out loud because I don’t trust the cab or everyone’s PAIs. After I’m done and we get back to the ship, I’ll explain.”

“Hey!” Bennet said, eyes bugging out. “My PAI just went to sleep.”

“Trust me.” Juliet smiled, aware that her mouth was the only part of her face he could see. “Rissa, you’re next. We’ll get Cel some help soon, don’t worry.” She moved over to the seat next to the pregnant girl and gently reached up to pull the synth-skin away from her data port.

“What you need with my port?”

“Need to make sure corpos aren’t listening.”

“Oh …” Rissa’s eyes went wide, then she nodded emphatically. Juliet plugged in and waited until Angel did her work. “You turned it off …” Rissa said, panic tinting her words with a hysterical edge.

“It’s okay, Rissa; I told you why. I promise we’ll either fix up the one you’ve got or install a new PAI soon.” As the girl nodded, still gently stroking Cel’s hair, Juliet pulled her data jack out and performed the same operation on the unconscious girl. As Angel finished, Juliet looked at her data deck, saw the battery was down to sixty-two percent, and frowned, not wanting to turn off the jammer. “I think it’ll last.”

When they arrived at the prominent parking structure for the New Atlas Shopping Center, she had Angel choose one of the seven cabs she’d called and, as they were driving away, said, “Cab, take us to the largest hospital in New Atlas.”

“Setting route to Janice Evans Memorial Hospital.”

“Is that so Cel can get some help?”

“No, we’ll switch cabs again there. We’ll get her some help back on our ship.”

“You’re bringing them to the ship?” Bennet’s scowl, present since she’d climbed into the first cab, deepened.

“Yeah. What else should I do?”

“Lucky,” Bennet hissed, leaning close. “Shiro ain’t gonna like this. We already have enough heat, don’t we? We still have to help your friend …”

Juliet glanced at Rissa and saw she had her eyes closed, Cel’s bloody, bruised face resting on her lap. She tried to imagine what it must be like, to have no one, the only person who cared about her bloodied and battered, unconscious. Rissa had no money, no connections, and a powerful corporation after her. It reminded her so much of herself, back when she’d first gotten Angel—Only, she’d had Angel, and what a difference that had made! “I’m not dumping them. Not after what we did to get them out of there. I’ll pay Shiro or owe him one or something.”

Bennet didn’t say anything; he just rubbed at his short hair and blew out a pent-up breath, also looking at the two pathetic girls. Finally, he said, “He’s gonna throw a shit fit.”

It was nearly an hour later before they pulled up to the curb outside the docking tunnel that led to the Kowashi. Bennet carried Cel in his arms, and Juliet helped Rissa, limping barefoot, make her way to the ship. Halfway there, Angel said, “Your deck is down to five percent battery. You could turn it off; I still have control of the cameras in this area.”

“We’re almost there.” Juliet opted to leave the jammer on. It was also distorting sound, and she figured if someone said a name or mentioned EvoGen, she’d rather some bystander didn’t hear it. When they were safely inside the Kowashi’s airlock, Juliet finally sighed in relief, but only briefly let herself relax; she had to get ready to argue her case with Shiro and Alice.

“I’ll take her to the autosurgeon and start a scan.”

“I want to go with!” Rissa exclaimed.

“Yeah, relax. We’ll all go. My PAI will run the autosurgeon.” Juliet gently guided Rissa as they walked through the ship’s corridors. She opened a comm channel to the crew and asked, “Shiro and Alice, are you on the ship?”

A few seconds passed before Alice replied, “Yeah. We’re on the bridge meeting with a broker. Talking about the Bumble.”

“What about the auction?” Bennet chimed in.

“We’re just talking. Getting us another option. What’s up, Lucky?”

“I need to talk to you guys.”

“Give us a few minutes to finish up here, and we’ll meet you. Where are you?” Shiro replied.

“I’ll be in the infirmary. We have some company on the ship; a couple of strays I’m helping out. You know, just so you don’t freak out when you see ’em.”

“That’s what we need to talk about?” Alice asked, but then quickly said, “Never mind. Tell us when we get down there. We’re being rude to our guest.” Then her icon on the ship comms went gray as she turned on her privacy mode. Shiro’s did the same a couple of seconds later.

“Can you turn my PAI back on?” Bennet asked, correctly guessing Juliet had been speaking through comms.

“It’ll come on any second now; Angel set it up so it would reboot when we got to the ship.”

“Cool.” He pressed his hand to the biolock on the infirmary door. It slid open, and he walked through, sideways to fit while carrying Cel, before lying the battered girl on the autosurgeon bed.

“Thanks, Bennet.” Juliet motioned to an empty chair near the foot of the bed. “Sit down there, Rissa. We’ll check you out when we’ve got Cel stabilized.” As the girl complied, Juliet plugged into the autosurgeon.

“Initiating a full scan,” Angel announced. The autosurgeon’s decades-old chrome arms sprang into life, one of them operating a palm-size terahertz imaging device, another taking rapid blood samples, and a third arm applying monitoring electrodes to several parts of Cel’s body, precisely and mercilessly cutting away her clothing where necessary. “You don’t have to stay plugged in, Juliet. I have wireless access to this autosurgeon now, remember?”

“Oh, right.” Juliet pulled out her cable and then, sighing heavily with exhaustion, stood next to Rissa, leaning back against the wall. She shifted uncomfortably, trying to relieve some pressure on her sore ribs. After a frustrating minute unable to find a comfortable position, she decided to loosen her vest. As she unpeeled the many velcro straps, a flattened lead bullet fell to the plasteel floor with a clatter. “Huh.” She leaned over to pick it up with a pained grunt. When she’d straightened, Bennet was staring at her.

“You got shot?”

“Couple of times,” she replied, showing him the new deep groove on her plasteel arm. She pocketed the round, then reached up and, with a groan of pleasure, pulled her sweaty helmet off her head, almost crying with relief as blood rushed into her scalp beneath her braids where the helmet’s pressure had long ago rendered her flesh numb. She turned the helmet, looking above the visor near the curve where it rounded over her forehead, and sure enough, found a six-centimeter scar where the bullet meant for her forehead had been deflected. “Really drives home the value of body armor, you know?”

“You wanna tell me what happened?” Bennet asked. Juliet got the impression he was very stressed out, pacing back and forth next to the autosurgeon, frowning, clasping and unclasping his fists.

“I have an initial assessment,” Angel said before Juliet could answer.

“Sec, Bennet. I got a report from the autosurgeon. I’ll have my PAI send it to you too.”

Bennet looked ready to yell at her, clearly tired of being put off, but he muttered something and looked away. Juliet squinted at him for a minute, almost asking him what he’d said, but she shook her head and studied the readout Angel had put into a new window on her AUI. Cel had a fractured skull, a fractured orbital bone, a hemorrhage placing pressure on her brain, four broken ribs, a ruptured spleen, and a laundry list of contusions and lacerations. After the injury readout, her bloodwork was listed with one deficiency after another, highlighted in colors from yellow to orange to red. “Angel, can you direct the autosurgeon on what to do?”

“Yes, I’ve established a care protocol. Shall I start?”

“Yes.”

“Those guys were animals,” Bennet said, his eyes refocusing on reality, clearly having just read the same report. He looked at the autosurgeon as it started working on Cel. It applied a tiny drill to one of its arms and rotated into position above her head. He looked away, adding, “Tell me what happened.”

“Redbot reached for a gun, so I shot him. I took care of their PAIs, then, on my way out, I took the first guy’s PAI ’cause I forgot to have Angel remove any cached images of you.”

“Shit! Thanks, I guess. I wouldn’t have thought of that either!”

“No worries; I didn’t want anything to blow back on you. Anyway, when I was finishing up with that, two EvoGen corpo-sec came through the door. They had guns out, so, well, I shot them.” She pointed to the deep scar on her plasteel arm and added, “And they shot me!”

“Right.” He still wore a scowl but stopped pacing. “So that’s why we did the little musical cab trick.”

“Yeah.”

“But EvoGen’s gonna go to the authorities. They’ll have images of these girls. They’ll want to run them against security cam footage, especially at the ports, so they can’t leave the moon. Shit, Lucky! They could be here any second!”

“First of all, the girls kept their heads down, and I doubt EvoGen thinks they have the means to go off-moon. Second of all, I own the Port Security’s network! I broke into it a couple of days ago to get ready for when we rescue my friend—”

“You what?” Shiro asked from the doorway, startling Juliet into silence. He glared around the small room, his perpetual scowl heavier than ever, and saw Rissa sitting against the wall, her eyelids drooping, her bony arms resting on her taut belly. He stared at the autosurgeon, watching it work on Cel for a few seconds, then he backed into the corridor and said, “Come out here.”

Juliet and Bennet followed him out before Shiro closed the door.

“Where’s Alice?” Juliet asked.

“Coming. She’s escorting the broker off the ship.”

Bennet groaned. “Shiro, just wait for the auction!”

“We will. He didn’t make a good offer.” Juliet opened her mouth to say something, but Shiro held up a finger. “Wait. Alice is coming. She should hear this story.”

“Boss, you should know—” Bennet tried to say.

“I said wait,” Shiro grunted. So they waited. Standing awkwardly in silence, Shiro shrewdly examined Juliet, from the helmet she held under her arm, to her oddly pointy pointer finger, to the disheveled, sweaty state of her hair and face. Several minutes ticked by, and finally out of patience, Shiro blew out an explosive breath. “She must still be talking to him. Go ahead. What’s going on in there?” He gestured to the infirmary door.

Juliet opened her mouth to answer, but he shook his head. “Wait. On second thought, start with Port Security.”

“Well, all right. Do you remember when you asked if you could help with my friend, and I said she’d need a ride back to Luna?”

“Hai.” Shiro nodded.

“You said to make sure an angry kidnapper didn’t come down on you, so I did what was necessary to make sure that wouldn’t happen. I infiltrated Port Security to get access to their network. I can make sure no video record exists that shows us bringing anyone onto this ship. That includes the girls I have in there right now.”

“Those girls? Isn’t one of them your friend? The one you needed to rescue?” Shiro frowned, clearly confused.

“No. I was doing recon last night and ran into them. They were in a bad way, Shiro. One of them is pregnant, and the corp she worked for was trying to force her to give up the baby. They’re a biomedical research company called EvoGen. I offered to help pay for new IDs and figured I was done with the matter. Problem is, the guy they went to for the IDs was a creep, and he beat the hell out of Cel, the one on the table, and then tried to extort me—said he’d turn ’em over to EvoGen if I didn’t pay up.”

“So you rescued them and brought them here?” Shiro didn’t look happy, but he didn’t look too upset, either.

“Yeah. I guess that’s the short version.”

“Hey, I’m sorry, Lucky. I know I owe you my life, but he deserves to know the rest. About the corpo-sec guys?”

“Corpo-sec?” Shiro growled.

Juliet looked at Bennet, unable to be annoyed by his honesty. He was right; Shiro deserved to know. “Two EvoGen goons showed up, and we got into a firefight. I killed them.”

“Are you kidding me, Lucky?” Shiro cried, slapping his hands to his head, grasping his stiff, short hair, and turning to walk away. It seemed like he felt he had to act, to do something, but he didn’t know what. He turned on his heel and stomped back, practically screaming, “You fucked us! We have to turn you over.” Shiro nodded as though he’d just run the possibilities through his mind and was confirming with himself. “It’s our only chance. We’ll lose the ship if we don’t. We’ll get locked away. You went too far!”

“Hold on a sec, boss,” Bennet said, and it was his turn to sound a little panicked. He looked at Juliet, clearly torn between loyalties.

“They’re not coming!” Juliet said, holding up her hands. “I made sure of it! There’s no video record of us at the scene, we switched cabs a bunch of times, and I turned off everyone’s ID pings. The only chance someone might have picked us up on video is here in the Port District, when we walked from the cab, but, as I said, I have control of those cameras!”

“This is too much.” Shiro sighed, his hands still clutching his head, his gray-flecked black hair sticking out between his fingers. “Who does that? Who murders people for strangers? Who brings strangers to their home, risking everything? Who are you?”

Juliet felt some heat rising in her neck and cheeks and realized it was anger, not embarrassment or shame. She stood up straight, looking Shiro square in the eyes. “I’m someone who can’t stand to see a couple of kids getting used and ruined by a faceless corporation. I’m someone who can’t just turn a cheek and walk away when someone like that pregnant girl falls into my path. Maybe I’m soft, maybe I’m stupid, but I feel like I have to do what I can. I’m not a murderer! I don’t kill people for fun or on a whim; those men I shot today were a threat. I’d be dead or worse if I’d rolled over for them.”

“Millions,” Shiro said, shaking his head.

“Huh?” Bennet asked, saving Juliet the trouble.

“There are probably millions of people who need help in this city. You think you make a difference?” The question was directed at Juliet.

“I made a difference to those two.” Juliet jerked her thumb at the closed infirmary door.

He frowned, but Juliet saw something click behind his eyes; perhaps a little understanding. “They can stay.” He nodded.

“Thank you—” Juliet started, but he wasn’t finished.

“They can stay, but you need to go. It’s too much, Lucky. You’re too much. We’ll drop the girls on Luna when we get back, assuming we really are free and clear from EvoGen.”

“Hey, hold up, boss,” Bennet said again, but Shiro whirled on him.

“You be quiet! You’re just as much to blame for this. Why would you allow her to bring this kind of trouble to the ship? Why—” Shiro’s tirade was cut short as the ever-present pale-yellow lighting switched to a darker red and began to flash.

An alarm tone rang out through the PA system, and the ship’s rarely heard system AI announced in a calm, oddly accented, genderless voice, “Alert! Intruders have boarded the ship. Alert! Intruders have boarded the ship.”

“Alice!” Shiro yelled, reaching a hand to his belt but coming up empty; he wasn’t wearing his pistol.
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SHIP INVASION

As the alarm continued to sound and the flashing red lights cast the corridor in their hysterical gleam, Shiro whirled on Juliet. “You have to turn yourself over!”

“This isn’t about me, Shiro!” Juliet shook her head. It couldn’t be, could it? “Angel,” she said aloud so Shiro would know what she was doing, “show me footage of the docking tunnel. Scan for recent activity.” While she waited, Juliet saw Shiro accessing the ship’s systems, his eyes somewhat glazed, staring into space.

“Damn it! We need more cameras in this ship, Bennet. Why are the comms offline?”

“You specifically told me not to install more—”

“Quiet,” Shiro growled, and Bennet’s scowl deepened in response. Juliet could tell he’d just about had enough of Shiro talking down to him.

As the siren and warning message halted, apparently stopped by Shiro, Angel opened a window in her AUI, and Juliet watched three men, all carrying sleek assault rifles, walking up the docking corridor and entering the Kowashi’s airlock. “Those aren’t corpo-sec!” Juliet called, a little too gleefully, perhaps. She turned to Shiro as she pulled her helmet back on, wincing at the discomfort. “Get back in the infirmary. Lock the door. Somehow, three mercs got on the ship. Who was the guy you were meeting with?”

“I will not hide! Where’s Alice?” Shiro slammed one fist into an open palm, and Juliet could see there was no arguing with him. She shrugged out of her backpack and dug around, finding her spider drone. She set it onto the plasteel floor, then tossed the bag into the infirmary and held her palm to the panel, locking it.

“I’ll find her,” she growled. Angel didn’t hesitate, activating the drone and piloting it away, down the hallway toward the auxiliary access ladder. “Where’s Aya?”

“Something’s still wrong with comms. Nobody’s answering me.” Bennet balled his fists, clearly frustrated.

“Angel?” Juliet asked.

“Perhaps someone has infiltrated the ship’s systems. It’s possible they forced Alice to do something. She couldn’t have called us for help if they were jamming locally.”

“My PAI thinks they might have forced Alice to shut down the ship’s comms. She probably triggered the alarm while she was at it. Who was the broker, Shiro?”

“Some independent. I don’t know!” He threw up his hands. “Said his name was Hernandez. Obviously, it was a fake …”

“We can’t keep standing here.” Juliet pulled back the bolt on her SMG, ensured a round was chambered, then started toward the lift. “If you guys want to help, stay out of sight and don’t become a hostage.”

“I’m getting my gun,” Shiro barked, jogging behind her.

“I’m taking the service ladder down to engineering—gonna find Aya.” Bennet ran in the opposite direction. Juliet barely heard him; she was focused on her drone feed, watching as it approached the airlock, dreading what she might find. She’d just stepped onto the lift when the drone got eyes on the invaders, all three mercs in their green-and-brown body armor and another man wearing an ill-fitting suit that seemed badly out of style. No one in New Atlas she’d seen had been wearing anything like it. Green lapels on a gray jacket, tight, tapered slacks that disappeared into voluminous, black, knee-high boots, and an odd gray hat with a wide oval brim and a silky green band.

Seeing the men clustered near the airlock door didn’t bother her; she was glad they were all there. What concerned her was the crumpled body against the corridor wall. Juliet would recognize Alice’s pale blue jumpsuit anywhere, but if that weren’t enough, she could see a shock of bright red hair sticking out beneath the figure’s outstretched arms. “I’ve got eyes on her.” She reached out to stop Shiro from touching the lift’s control panel. “I’ve got eyes on all of them. Alice is down, and four men are huddled near the airlock, talking. Hold on, sharing the drone’s feed.”

Shiro’s scowl became wide-eyed despair as he started to watch the drone’s footage. He began to speak, but he stopped as soon as Angel managed to grab the invaders’ audio with the drone, transmitting their words.

“… shouldn’t have done that. Stupid bitch,” one of the helmeted mercs said.

“You shouldn’t have hit her, dumbass! If these scavs have any guns on this ship, now we don’t have a hostage!” the guy in the suit replied, giving his shoulder a shove.

“Relax, boss.” A different merc spoke, still fiddling with the data terminal near the airlock. “She got us into the system before she touched the alarm. Cameras are off, and we’ve got ’em locked in; I blocked their connection to the port comms—using their own comm array to jam signals in here.”

“Well,” the suit said, “let’s find that goddamn synth. Shoot any of these assholes that show their faces. Open up their PA system.” He walked over to the guy by the data terminal. While he moved, Juliet touched the lift button that would bring her to their level, just one up from where she and Shiro stood. The lift cranked into motion, whirring its old grease-covered gears, and then the PA crackled, and the man’s voice came through, echoing weirdly with the drone’s feed before Angel squelched it. “Attention, crew. Stay in your quarters. Don’t show your faces, and we won’t hurt you. We’re here for something that belongs to us. Once we have it, we’ll leave. We have your pilot here; don’t make us hurt her.”

“Those bastards,” Shiro growled.

“Where did Bennet take that synth from the Bumble?”

“Synth? Damn it!” Shiro’s face went from confusion to fury, and he slapped himself on the forehead. “That guy, the broker, asked us if we had any synths on board. We told him no …”

“So he decided to invade the ship?” Juliet frowned as the lift jerked to a halt.

“Juliet, two things,” Angel interrupted. “The men are moving up the corridor, and one of them has a canister hanging from his pack. It’s labeled as Venox-7, a potent nerve toxin.”

“Before you ask,” Juliet told Shiro, “we can’t just hide and let them find the synth. Alice could be bleeding out, for one thing, and for another, they’re carrying a canister of nerve toxin. I don’t think they plan to leave witnesses behind.” Juliet stepped off the lift and pressed the fat button that would send it up to the hab level. “Find your gun but be careful. I’m going to try to stop them before they get out of that corridor.”

Shiro opened his mouth as the battered plasteel platform started to carry him up, but he locked eyes with Juliet and closed it, nodding. She knew he was still pissed at her, but she also knew he was counting on her to save Alice and, hopefully, the rest of them. She turned and hurried toward the airlock, only two turns separating her from the men walking steadily toward the corner where the drone lurked.

“Angel,” Juliet subvocalized. “Can you do anything with the ship’s systems? Are you locked out?”

“The comms are fully offline, locked with Alice’s command code. I have access to other systems, though.”

“When they reach the corner, kill the lights, but not before you turn on my night vision. Also, I’m going to be very careful with my aim, but if you think I’ll hit that canister, please stop me. You’re connected to my gun, right?”

“Yes, I’ll prevent it from firing if I believe you’ll hit the canister.”

Juliet stopped at the second to last turn before the airlock, just five meters separating her from the final corner the four men were approaching. She saw her drone, a little black ball with stick legs just barely peering around the corner. In her AUI, its feed showed the men, the three mercs up front, guns held at the ready but walking upright, almost lackadaisical in their confidence. “This is how they act when they think they’ve got a few scared salvage techs to deal with,” Juliet subvocalized, trying to convey her anger to the only person who could hear her.

Angel didn’t reply, probably because she didn’t want to distract Juliet further; the men were almost to the drone. They were just a couple of steps away when the one on the left, a tall, lanky fellow with a decal of a middle finger on the side of his tan helmet, glanced down and caught a glimpse of the drone before Angel could pull it back. He shouted, “Hold!” then, faster than Juliet thought should be possible, he tossed a round, ball-shaped object around the corner.

Juliet didn’t have much experience with full, no-holds-barred military-style combat. Even so, she knew he’d thrown a grenade, and though she was around another corner, well out of a typical grenade’s blast radius, she still winced and almost started shooting reflexively.

Angel instantly dimmed her visual input and dampened her auditory feedback, and as the grenade burst, flaring brightly and filling the space with white light, Juliet hardly noticed it. “A flash-bang,” Angel reported. The burst of light and sonic concussion only lasted a second, and Angel switched Juliet’s ocular implants to the green monochrome of night vision. As the three mercs came around the corner, guns ready, she killed the lights.

Whatever Juliet hoped would happen, she ended up disappointed. The men might have paused for a fraction of a second, but they all had helmets with visors on and probably had ocular implants to boot. Even so, she was the first to start shooting, managing to land a three-round burst into the chest and neck of the lead merc. As he fell, gargling and thrashing, the other two split left and right and sprayed automatic fire at the corner where Juliet had been lurking.

Their rapid response was to no avail; Juliet had anticipated their return fire. She’d already lifted her muzzle and backed around the corner, still backpedaling as the mercs’ bullets exploded violently into the plasteel walls. She turned and ran back to the next corner. Another concussive explosion behind her told her she’d retreated just in time.

Rounding the corner, Juliet saw Shiro stepping off the lift with his pistol held ready around twenty meters away. She violently waved for him to get out of there but didn’t have time to wonder if he complied; she had a handful of seconds before they rounded the last corner. “Is the drone dead?”

“Offline.”

Juliet, anticipating another flash-bang, backed up ten meters, halfway to the lift, and squatted low, her MP5 ready. Sure enough, a green ball clattered around the corner. Angel dimmed her senses, and as soon as it exploded and the white flare faded, she turned them back up. Juliet was out in the open, in the middle of the hallway, but she tried to present a small target, crouched low next to the wall, helmet tilted down slightly. As soon as the men charged around the corner on the heels of the flash-bang, she started shooting.

Her first burst took the guy on the right in the knee and thigh, and he fell, crying out and cursing. As she shifted her crosshairs to the other merc, he was already firing, and she felt a heavy thud on her helmet as a rifle round hit it on the left side, slamming her head against the wall. She was so wired on adrenaline that she barely noticed. Another round slammed into her chest, just below her left collarbone, but then she was on target and squeezing the trigger. Her suppressed MP5 rapidly clicked on full auto as she sprayed a burst of rounds into the man’s center of mass, catching his rifle and left hand in the volley.

His screams joined his comrade’s when one bullet hit him in the knuckles. Another ripped through the receiver of his assault rifle, and it exploded, the gasses from his own round widening the hole Juliet’s bullet had made. He stumbled back, fumbling with his one good hand for the grip of a sidearm, and Juliet fired another burst into his stomach right below the bottom edge of his ballistic vest.

Plenty of drills with Zeta Protocol had taught her never to count a downed enemy as out, so she was just bringing her gun back to bear on the merc she’d hit in the leg when he started firing his sidearm at her. Another bullet zinged off her helmet, tearing a groove along the crown of her head, then a second one smashed into her shin. She screamed in agony as the burning, liquid pain spread up her leg like a lightning bolt, but as her vision went red with agony, anger, and fear, she drilled down on it, focused on her enemy, and kept shooting, one careful squeeze after another, punching holes in the merc’s semiprone form until he dropped his pistol and lay unmoving.

Juliet reflexively popped out her magazine and replaced it with a full one, realizing she wasn’t feeling any pain; her nanites had gotten to work. She stood from her crouch and walked forward, barrel trained on her downed enemies. Neither moved, and both were rapidly cooling according to the readout on her AUI—dead. Her leg didn’t hurt; she couldn’t feel it at all, and it was still working, though her foot squelched as her boot filled with blood. Juliet kept moving, trusting Angel to warn her if the nanites couldn’t stop the bleeding. She still had to deal with the guy in the suit.

Her bullet readout reminded her she had a full magazine, and she could see Shiro quietly creeping up behind her in her rearview feed. She opted not to yell at him to run; the primary threat should be over. When she reached the body of the first merc she’d killed, she saw the canister of toxin and breathed a sigh of relief—she’d briefly feared the “broker” might have recovered it and would use it as leverage. Her relief was short-lived, however. When she rounded the final corner and looked toward the airlock, she saw him standing there, Alice slumped at his feet. He was nearly fully exposed, but he held a pistol in one hand, the barrel firmly pressed to Alice’s red hair.

“Let’s not have any more bloodshed, all right?” he asked, reaching up with his free hand to stroke the brim of his absurd hat.

“Get that gun off her head,” Juliet growled. She kept stepping forward, trying to close the distance between them.

“You first. Put your muzzle down.” The broker wore a smile beneath his bushy blond mustache. Juliet thought the look in his pale gray eyes was far too cool and calculated for a man who’d just lost all three of his mercs. Was he really so confident?

“Anything in the docking corridor?” Juliet subvocalized.

“Nothing. I’ve sealed the airlock door,” Angel replied instantly.

“You seem awfully smarmy for a man who just lost all his muscle. Do you think you know me that well? That I won’t gun you down regardless of what you do to that woman there?” Juliet hoped that if she acted unfamiliar with Alice, he’d lose some confidence in the protective value of his hostage. Her mind was racing for ideas; should she bargain with him? Lower her gun and give him the synth? Could she really let a man like that walk away? Surely, he’d hold a grudge, and though her identity was safe, he knew everyone on the Kowashi’s crew manifest.

“I’m unable to find a record of this man’s face in the public nets,” Angel informed her. Juliet lifted her gun’s muzzle, training the crosshairs right on his forehead.

“I said lower your gun!” His voice was losing some of its composure. He viciously grabbed Alice’s hair with his free hand, holding her head steady while he ground his pistol against it. Her body was completely limp, and if Juliet couldn’t see her temperature, she might have feared she was dead. That thought gave her an idea.

“Why would I? I can see from her temp that she’s already dead.”

“No …” His eyes widened, glancing down at Alice, and he reflexively started to point his pistol in Juliet’s direction. She took her shot. One careful press of the trigger, and her gun spat out a round that took him dead in the center of his forehead. He fell back, a lifeless rag doll. Alice slumped forward, and Shiro ran past Juliet to grab her in his arms. Juliet let the breath she’d been holding whistle out between her lips. Had it been reckless to shoot him like that?

Maybe, she decided, but she hadn’t had another good idea, and the moment happened very quickly. It had been a judgment call.

“Shiro!” She took a step forward. Though it didn’t hurt, her foot didn’t bend quite right, and she found herself limping as she hurried toward him. “You need to re-enable comms. I don’t have permission.”

“Hai. I will, after I get Alice into the infirmary. You stopped my heart when you told that man she was dead.”

“I’m sorry, but I wanted to distract him.”

“You did good.” His gruff voice and emotional tone brought up all sorts of feelings in Juliet. She had to look away as he picked up Alice and hurried past her toward the infirmary because her eyes had begun to fill with tears. She’d felt horrible when he said she had to leave the ship, and still hadn’t had time to process those words. She still feared he’d feel that way. Somehow, along with everything else, she also felt responsible for this recent bout of violence.

That said, hearing him appreciate her actions meant a lot. She felt like such a screwup, like she’d done nothing but cause problems for one group of people after another, and she didn’t know what to do with the intense feelings warring for space in her heart.

Part of her wanted to be angry. Part of her wanted to rail at everyone and scream that she was just trying to do her best to help people. She wasn’t there because she wanted to be! She was there because she had a friend in trouble. She hadn’t helped Rissa and Cel because she wanted to get the Kowashi crew into trouble with EvoGen or anyone; she’d just been trying to do the right thing as she saw it. Was she supposed to look the other way? Was she supposed to grow callouses over her heart and stop caring about people?

“I won’t do that,” she said, limping back toward the lift, sniffing, rubbing the back of her hand at the annoying tears leaking out of her eyes.

Angel spoke to her while she passed by the bullet-riddled scenes of her firefights, past the corpses of the mercs who’d been out to kill everyone on the ship. She told Juliet about what the nanites were doing and how she’d have a scar on her shin and calf, but nothing was permanently damaged. The bullet had torn a notch in her tibia and slipped out between it and her fibula, ripping her calf muscle in the process. She recommended antiseptic glue and a tight bandage, but thought the nanites would have it largely repaired within a couple of days. Her drone was unresponsive, and Angel feared it would need a new battery.

Juliet, once again, pulled her sweaty helmet off and examined it. She figured she should have it looked at by a professional; wouldn’t it lose integrity as it absorbed bullets?

She was halfway to the lift, in that last stretch of hallway where she’d made her stand, when it clanked up the shaft, Bennet standing atop it. He hurried toward her, calling out, “Goddamn, that was scary! Those booms! Were they grenades? We’re lucky they didn’t breach the hull! Shiro still hasn’t turned on the comms. He’s fussing over Alice. Who the fuck were those guys?” When Juliet continued to limp toward him but didn’t say anything, he added, “Are you okay?”

“I guess so.” She shrugged, pausing and leaning a shoulder against the wall. “Bennet, where did you put that synth from the Bumble?”
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The synth?” Bennet asked, stopping short at the question. “Why? Does it have something to do with this? I shut it down pending a scan, so I don’t know how—”

“It didn’t do anything. I mean, at least not here. Those”—Juliet jerked her thumb over her shoulder vaguely toward the airlock—“assholes wanted it.”

“And you fought to keep it?”

“They weren’t planning to leave witnesses.” Juliet frowned, her mind running in a dozen different directions, and finally settled on an order of operations. “Speaking of that, there’s a deadly canister of nerve toxin back there. Can you secure it and yank the PAIs from all of these creeps? I’m ninety-nine percent sure they’re dead, but just in case one of ’em has a sleeper nanite swarm or something, maybe throw some shrink-ties on ’em.”

“Jesus!” Bennet hurried past her, some panic in his eyes.

“Bennet!” At her shout, he slid to a halt at the corner and looked back. “The synth?”

“Engineering!”

Juliet limped to the lift and hit the down button. “I’m just gonna check it out. That’s all. Once I’m sure it’s not an immediate threat, I’ll get my shit together and get off the ship.”

“You’re so sure Shiro still wants you to leave?” Angel asked, her voice uncharacteristically small; quiet, even.

“I don’t want to be sure, but he could’ve said something. I feel bad as it is for the trouble I brought to this ship. I’m not going to linger around when I’m not wanted. It’s awkward, Angel.” She stepped off the lift and continued toward engineering, and that’s when Aya came around the corner, saw her, and rushed forward, her bright yellow eyes wide with concern.

“Lucky! Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I need to check on that synth from the Bumble.”

“Bennet told me what happened. Let me talk to Shiro. God, are you shot? You’re leaving a bloody trail through the ship!”

Juliet looked behind her to see that Aya was right; little droplets of blood led the way back to the lift. “It’s … not fresh. My boot and sock got full of it, but I’m not bleeding anymore. Sorry for the mess, Aya. If Shiro lets me, I’ll clean it up before I go.” She squeezed her eyes shut as her voice cracked, emotion tightening her throat. Before she could open them back up and start walking, Aya smashed into her, squeezing her into a hug.

“You’re crazy!” Her voice was muffled as she pressed her face into Juliet’s vest. “I’ll clean it, and if Shiro kicks you off the ship, I’m coming with you. I’ll call my mom. She’ll straighten him out, don’t worry!”

“Come on, Aya.” Juliet chuckled, a tear breaking loose from one of the pools growing in her eyes, dripping down her cheek. “I don’t want to be where I’m not welcome. I don’t want Shiro to resent me, even if you can pull some family strings.” She snorted a brief laugh at the idea. “I’ll figure something out.”

Aya let go of her, then looked up, her eyes brimming with moisture beneath the jagged line of her self-cut bangs. “I wasn’t joking. I’ll quit if he kicks you off. You are welcome; he just hasn’t had time to think about it yet. Bennet told me what you did for those girls. You don’t deserve to be punished for that.”

Juliet sighed, forced a smile, then started walking, resting a hand on Aya’s shoulder as she followed along beside her. “I appreciate that, but I did break a lot of laws, and I broke Shiro’s trust. I should have talked to him before I brought trouble this way. It’s a good lesson for me, but if there are consequences, I need to accept them. Let’s check this synth out, all right? One hurdle at a time.”

Inside the engineering room, they found Engineer lying atop a tool-cluttered workbench, completely lifeless. The last time Juliet had seen the synth, she’d asked him to pretend to be offline, but this was different; Bennet had truly shut him down. “Angel, does it hurt synths to shut them down?”

“Not if done properly and with the synth’s cooperation. His conscious state will be preserved in memory, and when his systems are reengaged, the saved image will precisely restore his consciousness.”

“What are you gonna do with it?” Aya asked. “I have diagnostic software, but it’ll take me days to get through all his file systems.”

“Sec,” Juliet replied. “Angel?”

“If you connect to the synth’s port, I imagine I can analyze his software and any firmware that’s referenced publicly. I’ll be faster than Aya’s software.”

“Gonna plug my PAI into it. I’ve got a few programs I can run.” Juliet fumbled with her data cable, struggling to grasp it with her damaged hand; her middle finger had, at some point in the battle, lost its black tactile pad. “Damn it!” she growled, trying to pull the cable out with her ring finger and thumb.

“Let me.” Aya’s small, dexterous fingers snagged the cable’s adapter and pulled it out. “Just plug it in?”

“Yeah.”

“Which one? This guy has three ports.”

“That’s intriguing,” Angel said. “We’ll have to check each port in case one or more are on closed systems.”

“Start with the left one. We’ll have to check them all.” Juliet glanced around the shop. “Can you pull a stool over for me?”

“Yeah. Of course.” Just then, Juliet saw her crew comms light up and heard a crackle coming through before Shiro spoke, addressing everyone.

“Comms are back. Can I call Port Authority about the men who broke in?”

“Is he asking me?” Juliet raised an eyebrow at Aya.

“Who else? He probably wants to be sure we won’t get in more trouble for, you know, the girls you brought.”

Juliet stared at her comms, and Angel, as always, intuited what she wanted, opening a channel. “You can. Bennet should put the girls in the gunship first, though. The same plan we had to help my friend, Bennet.”

“Uh, right. I’m just tying up these corpses still. Jesus, Lucky, there’s blood all over the place, and it ain’t all near the dead mercs.”

“Are you okay, Lucky?” Alice asked in the comms. Juliet’s heart began to pound, and she once again felt emotions warring for control of her words.

“I’m okay. Listen, I have to check out this synth, find out why they wanted it and if more people will be coming for it. I’m sorry, Shiro; I’ll get out of your hair as soon as I can. I’m glad to hear you, Alice,” she finished, her voice quiet and low as she fought to keep it steady.

“Shiro, what’s she talking—” Alice started to say, but then she cut the comms, apparently not wanting to have that discussion publicly.

“Juliet, my heart is aching for you right now. I wish you could just go and lie down!” Angel said, not helping Juliet’s emotional state in the slightest.

“God, Lucky, are you okay?” Aya asked, staring at her, and Juliet knew she had tears on her cheeks again.

“Dammit! I’m so dang emotional! I think it’s the adrenaline, you know, the postcombat crash. Don’t worry about me, Aya.”

“Kinda hard not to. Bennet has some beer down here. Wanna raid his fridge?”

“Hell yes.” She watched Aya go through the door in the plasteel wall she’d helped Bennet fabricate, and she smiled at the memory; they’d done a lot of bullshitting that day. When Aya returned with two cold bottles of pale beer, labeled in a language Juliet didn’t recognize, she noticed Angel didn’t immediately translate it on her AUI. She figured she was probably too busy sifting through the data in Engineer’s memory. “How’s it going?” she subvocalized.

“While this synth’s directory structure isn’t standard, there’s not much that seems out of place or, for lack of a better description, alarming. I haven’t begun opening and thoroughly scanning the files that govern his personality or core behavioral scripts. I hoped to find something that stood out, an encrypted file or an image cache outside his normal memory tree. Have Aya switch the cable to another port, please.”

Juliet took a long drink of the slightly bitter beer, savoring the cool liquid as it breathed new life into her. With a sigh that reflected far too little sleep and far too many close calls in the last twenty-four hours, she said, “Aya, move the cable to another port, please.” Then she drained the beer, suddenly thirstier than she ever remembered being.

“Damn.” Aya’s eyes widened as Juliet set the empty bottle next to Engineer’s motionless form. She unplugged the cable, shifted it to an empty slot, and plugged it in.

“Oh my,” Angel said almost immediately.

“What is it?” Juliet didn’t subvocalize, and Aya looked at her, perhaps wondering if the question was directed at her.

“This is a direct link to a storage device. There’s no connection to Engineer’s system; he wouldn’t be able to access this data.”

“What is it?” Juliet asked again, winking at Aya. Aya giggled at Juliet’s strange behavior, and Juliet realized she was already buzzed from the single beer. “Can I get another one?”

“Yep!” Aya hopped off her stool and hurried toward Bennet’s fridge while Angel tried to answer Juliet’s other question.

“The drive is password protected, but it’s not fully encrypted. I believe I can work through this ICE. Give me a few minutes. An hour at the most.”

“Okay.” Juliet looked up as Aya returned, handing her another beer.

“So? What’s up?” Aya gestured to her cable sticking out of Engineer’s skull.

“An encrypted drive. My PAI is working on it.”

“Oh? Exciting!”

Aya scooted her stool closer, and they sat quietly while Juliet nursed her beer. When it was about halfway gone, Juliet asked, “Do you think you could grab me some antiseptic wound gel and a couple of pressure bandages? I’m kinda stuck here until Angel gets through the ICE.”

“I can, but”—Aya held up a finger—“Bennet, are you coming to engineering?”

“Yeah. Bringing the guns and PAIs down there.”

“Can you bring Lucky some antiseptic gel and some pressure bandages?”

“Sure, yeah. On my way.”

“Thanks.” Juliet smiled at Aya as she leaned on an elbow, resting it on the workbench and taking another sip of her beer—still her first one.

“I wasn’t being lazy, for the record. I just don’t want to leave you alone. You’re so pale right now.”

“I won’t lie; my eyelids are heavy as hell. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this drained.”

“Did you sleep at all?”

“No. I was on my way back here to crash when Cel contacted me. She’s one of the girls I brought to the ship. The not-pregnant one.”

“So, you were up all night, had to rescue those girls in the morning, and then you got into a shootout on our ship?”

“Well, yeah.” Juliet, definitely feeling the beer, giggled and added, “But really, that was my third shootout for the day.” She burped. “God, I should eat something. Do you think Shiro will get mad if I eat something before I leave?”

“No,” Shiro spoke from the doorway, and Juliet almost fell off the shop stool. She shifted, careful not to pull on her data cable, to look at him. He smiled, though it was a smile that closely resembled a pained grimace. “Hai, uh …” He looked down and shifted uncomfortably. “Alice and I spoke. It, uh … Well, we don’t think you need to go. Not yet.”

“Shiro, if you feel like you owe me something for stopping those guys, you should know I told Bennet to bring this synth to the ship. This is my fault just as much as everything else.”

Juliet wasn’t sure why she was being so honest. She wasn’t trying to change Shiro’s mind; she’d felt a massive wave of relief when he said she could stay, but she also still felt a nebulous sense of guilt. Some nagging self-doubt that told her she was a liability, someone who caused trouble or at least brought trouble with her. Did she want to risk the safety of these people she’d begun to grow so fond of?

“No.” Shiro shook his head. “I saw Aya and Bennet bring the synth aboard. I thought it was good. Thought it might be worth something. You can’t take the blame.”

“Well, still, the girls—”

“No.” This time, instead of shaking his head, he chopped a hand sideways like he was cutting something in the air. “No. Alice is speaking with them now. I was a fool for judging you. They deserve help; you did good.” Something in his tone, something about the image of Alice lying in the infirmary talking to Cel and Rissa and then telling Shiro Juliet had done something good, broke the shaky dam Juliet had built up holding back her welling emotions. Her lower lip began to tremble, and tears streaked down her cheeks again, this time unabated. “Hey,” Shiro said, hurrying over and pulling her into a hug.

“You’re such a jerk, Shiro!” Aya cried.

“Hai,” he replied, pressing Juliet’s face into his shoulder, gently holding a palm against her braids. The warmth of his hand felt so nice, the simple gesture of affection so welcome, that Juliet began to sob in earnest. She would have felt bad for all the tears if he weren’t wearing a pair of grease-stained overalls. He continued to pat her head awkwardly while haltingly saying, “You are crew—as long as you want. Just, please, always message me before you bring refugees to the ship.”

“Thank you,” Juliet replied between sniffs, her emotional release fading and leaving behind hot embarrassment. “I’m so tired! I swear, I’m not usually this emotional.”

“We’ve all seen how serious you can be. Don’t worry!” Aya shoved Shiro’s shoulder. “She found something on the synth. She’s trying to crack it.”

“That’s true.” Juliet straightened up, pulling her face from Shiro’s chest. She wiped at her nose and eyes, then saw Bennet lurking in the doorway wearing a stupid grin, his arms full of rifles and ballistic vests. “Quit spying on us and bring me those bandages!”

“Hey!” he cried. “I just got here!” He walked into the room, nodding at Shiro and winking at Aya as though he was in on some kind of joke. He piled the combat gear on another workbench and brought a red medical kit to Juliet. “Can I get you anything else?”

“I’d kill for a pizza …” At her words, Shiro made a choking sound, Aya squealed in delight, and Bennet laughed, shaking his head. “Too soon?” she asked, looking around the room.

“I’ve got some protein bars down here.” Bennet’s stupid grin wasn’t fading as he pointed toward the row of workbenches.

“Aya, will you help?” Juliet held up the kit. “Shiro, you go back to Alice. I’ll send you this information as soon as I get in.” She gestured to the sleeping synth.

“Right. I will, but can we call Port Security? These men may have bounties, and we should report their attack; it will look suspicious if we don’t.”

Bennet, who’d been digging around in a drawer, held up two protein bars. “I’ll get the girls set up in the gunship and make sure no one wants to look too closely at it.”

“Should be fine, Shiro. There’s nothing connecting these guys to us other than this synth, and there’s no way Port Security or, if you’re checking on bounties, Port Authority will know about it.”

“Good. Good,” he repeated, nodding. “If you don’t break that soon, get some rest and try later.” He didn’t wait for Juliet’s reply, turning and hurrying out, clearly eager to be back with Alice.

“I’ll go set the girls up and then come back. If you’re not sleeping by then, I can have a look at that hand of yours.”

“Thanks, Bennet.” Juliet’s mouth started to salivate as he handed her the two ice cream–flavored protein bars.

“Two of my favorites.” He winked then followed Shiro out.

“But what kind of ice cream?” Juliet asked, peeling the wrapper open. While she munched away at the sweet, nebulously flavored protein blend, Aya pulled another stool over and helped her prop her injured leg atop it.

“Should I take off your boot?”

“Nah, just roll my pant leg up. It’s my shin. See the hole?” Juliet knew her pants would be red with blood if not for their dark, stain-resistant synthetic fibers. Aya gently rolled them up to her knee, wincing in sympathy when she saw the puckered, raw bullet hole. “Squeeze that gel in there and on my calf. After that, just apply the pressure bandages, and my nanites will do the rest.”

“Does it hurt?”

“Nah, they turned off my nerves down there. It sure hurt like hell when it happened, though.” Juliet winced, remembering the jolt of pain that had gone up her leg when the bullet carved through her bone. “But I held it together,” she finished softly.

“You did. You’re the best operator I’ve ever seen, Lucky.”

“You’re half right.” Juliet chuckled. When Aya looked at her, puzzled, she said, “I’m lucky.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. You’re a friggin’ rad bomb, and you know it. I knew it the second you saved Bennet and fixed that coolant leak. Nuclear as hell.”

“Come on, Aya! I don’t wanna start crying again. Let me get some sleep before you get all sweet like that.”

“Juliet,” Angel spoke up. “You’ve received a message from Lemur. Displaying it.”

Juliet took a steadying breath and, as Aya applied the bandages, she read the message in the window Angel opened on her AUI.

Lucky,

I hope your reconnaissance went well. If so, we’ve got all the pieces of the puzzle. I’ve completed the preparations for our cover, and we have an appointment at the Xanadu residence the day after tomorrow at 4:00 p.m. I have schematics for the home and, with them, a good idea of where our cargo is likely to be held. Xanadu sunset is at 6:07 p.m. If you mapped out the passage through the old tunnels, we’ll use the darkness to aid our egress. Get back to me ASAP, please. If I need to develop an alternative, I’d like as much time as possible.

—Lemur

“That’s good news,” Angel said.

“Yeah, it is,” Juliet subvocalized. “Will you let him know the old tunnels are a go? Also, let him know I’m sleeping—up all night and all that.”

“I will. Also, I’ve just bypassed the ICE on this directory—the information inside will be quite valuable.”
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What do you mean, valuable,” Juliet asked aloud, meeting Aya’s gaze and winking.

“This drive is loaded with images of packaged vials labeled Jovian Mist, a controlled narcotic in most Sol System jurisdictions. It includes images of people handling the packages, maps of pickup and drop-off locations, and a database of known vendors, from the street level to major distribution managers. Juliet, it even has satellite footage of an underground factory on Europa with a description stating it’s the main manufacturing plant for the substance.”

“A blackmail cache?”

“I would argue that was the purpose of this drive, yes. Blackmail or insurance for someone operating in the distribution chain of the drug.”

“And it’s valuable for those reasons. I don’t know if we should get mixed up in this sort of thing. I doubt those mercs were the only ones who would think this data is worth killing for.” Aya watched Juliet speak, eagerly listening to her one-sided conversation.

“We need to figure out who that broker was. He may be the one who planted this drive. He might have been the only one who knew about it,” Angel replied.

“What’s going on?” Aya asked, her voice rising with impatience.

Juliet drummed her fingers on the metal workbench. “This data is dangerous, and maybe valuable. Could we sell it to the authorities? Think there would be a reward? If it weren’t in our hands, we’d be out of danger, right?”

“Potentially,” Angel replied. “Perhaps that’s a job for Shiro or Alice—they have connections here.”

“What is it?” Aya practically wailed.

“Okay, okay.” Juliet held up a hand in surrender, then explained what Angel had found on the drive.

“That sounds sketchy. Scary, even.” Aya frowned, shaking her head and scooting her stool away from the synth as though the data could somehow contaminate her.

“Well, yeah, some mercs just boarded the ship and tried to kill us all for it. If nothing else, we need to get rid of it. I wonder if the synth knows who put it in there and if we need to worry about anyone else coming for it.”

“Should we fire him up?” Aya tapped the synth’s chrome foot.

“Wait.” Juliet pointed to her data cable. “There was a third port, right?”

“Right!” Aya reached for the cable. She paused and looked at Juliet. “Okay to remove?”

“It’s fine,” Angel answered in Juliet’s ear. Juliet nodded, and Aya switched the cable to the third port.

“This one is also encrypted,” Angel announced.

“Encrypted.” Juliet sighed.

“Wanna mess with it later?” Aya asked, looking her up and down. “You should sleep.”

“No. I want to see what’s here so Shiro and Alice can take action if they need to. Hey, while my PAI is working on the encryption, why don’t you see if you can identify any of the faces on that other drive? The encryption’s gone.”

“Oh! Good idea.” Aya pulled a slim, palm-size deck from the pocket of her overalls and unspooled a length of data cable, plugging it in next to Juliet’s. She hummed softly to herself while she worked, which Juliet found endearing and soothing, and soon, her eyelids grew very heavy again, the excitement of learning what was on the encrypted drive fading, overtaken by her exhaustion and the soporific effect of the beer.

A clatter from Bennet’s workshop startled her awake, and she realized she’d been centimeters from sliding off the stool. She yawned hugely, looking toward the doorway to see Bennet walking in with a pair of toolboxes. “Hey, let’s see if we can fix that hand up a little.”

Juliet yawned again and looked at the offline synth, tracing the data cables running out of its head to see Aya sitting on the floor, staring, glassy-eyed, at her data deck. “Hey, Bennet,” she murmured. “How long you been working on that, Aya?”

“Twenty minutes. I’ve already got four names. All with bounties.”

“Well?” Bennet asked, setting his toolboxes on the counter with a clang.

“Uh, yeah, sorry, Bennet. I’m kinda out of it.” Juliet rested her damaged hand on the workbench. “What do you need me to do?”

“Nothing yet. Gonna see what we’re dealing with. Your PAI sent me the schematics for this thing.”

“She did?” Juliet’s question was a sleepy murmur.

“I did,” Angel replied. “You’re pushing yourself too hard, but I understand why you don’t want to leave this matter with the synth unresolved. I thought that if I sent the schematics for your hand to Bennet, it might spur him to hurry here and work on it. Why don’t you ask for a more comfortable chair? There’s no reason you should be awake at the moment.”

“There aren’t any nearby—” Juliet started to subvocalize a response.

“Lucky, did you weld this finger on?” Bennet asked, interrupting her. He’d leaned close and was looking at the bottom joint of her pointer finger.

“Only partially. Just heat it up and pull it off with pliers. Nothing’s connected inside.”

“Okay …” He dragged the word out, shaking his head. “Revising my estimate on how difficult this repair is going to be.”

“You have the fabrication printer,” Aya said. She turned to Juliet and added, “He can make small parts easily enough.”

“Well, not with the same kinds of alloys the hand was manufactured with …”

“It doesn’t matter, Bennet.” Juliet held the back of her hand to her mouth, trying to stifle yet another yawn, and offered him a sleepy smile. “I’m getting a new arm when we get back to Luna. If you can get it working, at least temporarily, that would be awesome.”

“I got you, Lucky. Don’t even think about it.” He pulled a handheld torch out of one of the tool kits, and as he sparked it to life, Aya jumped up, leaving her deck on the floor where she’d been reclining.

“No problem, Lucky. Be right back!” she called over her shoulder as she hurried out the door.

“Where’s she going?” Juliet asked. Bennet shrugged, but Angel answered her.

“I asked her to find you a chair you could sleep in.”

“Oh, Angel …” Juliet sighed but stopped her initial impulse to complain. Instead, she said, “Thank you.” Only a minute or so later, Aya wheeled in an ancient-looking desk chair with puffy cushioning that bore the marks of many duct tape–inspired repairs.

“We keep this in the wiring corridor. Always nice to be able to wheel around and save your back when running new lines. Come on, Lucky, sit down in it; you can lean way back.”

“Yeah, do you wanna tell her about the time you forgot to strap it down?” Bennet chuckled to himself, shaking his head.

“Thanks, Aya. That’s sweet.” Juliet slid off the stool and sat in the chair, sighing heavily as she sank into it. Then she leaned back and almost immediately closed her eyes.

“Uh, here,” Bennet said. “Put your hand on the stool.”

“Right.” Juliet did so. A few seconds later, she felt him turning her wrist, examining her hand. She heard his screwdriver whirring, felt the pressure on her palm, and knew he was removing the tactile pads from her palm and fingers. It was kind of relaxing, feeling him manipulate her fingers, listening to the driver, and trying to guess what he was working on. She fell asleep almost immediately.

Juliet stood on a bare concrete floor, glossy and smooth, clearly well traversed. Even before she looked around, she was instantly overcome by a sense of vast space. It wasn’t dark, so as she let her gaze travel up from the floor toward the walls, she saw that she was in a cavernous building that made her think of some kind of aircraft hangar.

“No, not a building,” she revised, scanning the far wall with her augmented vision, some fifty meters away. It was concrete also, but only where it wasn’t natural stone. She turned left and right, seeing similar construction—concrete mixed with rocky formations.

“Where am I?” she wondered briefly, trying to fight with her brain to stop looking around and remember where she was or, failing that, where she should be. What was the last thing she remembered? Panic almost overtook her as the answer wouldn’t come to her, then an image floated through her mind: soft brown eyes, curly black hair, and a big smile with brilliant white teeth.

“Honey.” Juliet laughed. She’d been looking for Honey! Where? The moon! “No …” She shook her head, trying to follow the train of thought, but something caught her eye in the enormous hangar cave. Her eyebrows creased in concentration as she stared at a pile of plasteel crates around twenty meters away to the left. “Were those there before?”

A flash of color distracted her, and she jerked her head further to the left to see a man, his entire body built from gleaming chrome, standing in the shadows near the distant concrete wall. What was the color she’d seen? She stared at him, willing her augmented eyes to zoom in, and then she saw it again. He opened his eyes, and they gleamed with red light. There was something malevolent about them, and Juliet recoiled instinctively, taking a step back. With a click and a clank, the chrome man began to step toward her. Juliet felt cold panic run icy fingers down her spine as she turned to run, nearly tripping herself.

She could hear him pursuing her, click-clank, click-clank, click-clank, his steps rapidly growing louder and closer, and then something happened in her chest, something like fire igniting her heart, and the cavernous, concrete space broke apart in a shower of white and gray motes.

“… the hell, Lucky?” Bennet cried as Juliet thrashed away, nearly smacking him in the face with her arm as she threw herself out of the chair. Her data cable ripped out of the synth’s data port, and she painfully crashed down, banging her knees and an elbow on the hard floor.

“Ugh!” she groaned. “What happened?” Her heart was racing, her ears thundering with the rush of her blood. She felt like she’d run a marathon as she gasped for breath, sweat pouring down her brow to drip on the plasteel. Her mouth tasted of copper, and as her stomach twitched and convulsed, she struggled not to gag, not to throw up the beer and protein bars she’d consumed.

“I believe you were having a true-dream,” Angel replied. “I had to wake you; the lattice was becoming dangerously hot.”

“Oh my God,” Juliet groaned, flopping down off her sore elbow and knees to lay flat on the floor.

“Were you having a nightmare?” Bennet asked, stooping to pick up several tools he’d dropped when Juliet had thrashed awake.

“Sort of.” Juliet’s eyes fell on her hand, seeing she had a working pointer finger but that several of the exterior plasteel cover plates were missing. “Hey, you got it working?”

“Yeah, of course. I had to fabricate a couple of actuation rods and a lubricant tube. Had to straighten a few bent pieces, but it wasn’t that bad. I mean, the parts I put in aren’t as good as the originals, but they should hold up for a good long while.” He held out a hand, helping Juliet to stand. “I was just buttoning you up. Need to put a few pieces back on and then all the tactile pads. Aya found the one that came off your middle finger, by the way. When I mentioned it was missing, she went and hunted through your blood puddles to find it.”

“Sheesh, poor girl.” Juliet shook her head, sitting back down in her chair. She held out her hand so Bennet could get back to work. “Where is she?”

“Cleaning. Said she didn’t want you to feel like you had to help when you woke up. I think she’s like, I don’t know, smitten isn’t the right word, but let’s just say she’s very damn impressed by you.”

“Oh, brother.” Juliet sighed. “That’s just ’cause she doesn’t know me well enough to see what a screwup I am.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got that part covered.” Bennet smirked as Juliet scowled at him. “What? Were you fishing for a compliment?”

“Just finish up there, buddy.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Angel, how the hell did you wake me up? I feel like I just ran a five-mile sprint.”

“Part of that is your body’s exhaustion—you only slept for forty-two minutes. The other part is that I had to release a potent mixture of hormones into your system, a large percentage of which was adrenaline.”

“Well,” Juliet continued to subvocalize, “it worked. Guess we know your theory was correct.”

“What were you dreaming about, Juliet?” Angel asked.

“It was weird. I was in a big, cavernous space, but my brain kept thinking of it as a hangar for some reason. It felt like it was underground. A man, or a synth, was chasing me in there. His entire body was chromed.” She suddenly remembered her data cable. “Shit! What happened with the data port?”

“This encrypted drive only had one thing on it. An image of a plasteel hatch amidst a pile of boulders. The file name looks like X and Y axes—coordinates.”

“Can you figure out where the hatch is from those coordinates?” Juliet asked aloud, causing Bennet to look up from his work. “My PAI cracked the second drive. It just has an image of a hatch with coordinates.”

“I can certainly pinpoint the location if you can tell me which planet, moon, or large asteroid the coordinates reference.” Juliet swore she heard some snark in Angel’s voice.

“Well, did you try Titan?”

“Yes. If the hatch is on Titan, it’s a thousand kilometers from New Atlas, and I cannot find any satellite photos of the location online.”

“If …” Juliet let her mind wander while Bennet got back to work, fastening the tiny screws that held her tactile pads in place. “These criminals are from the Jovian System, right? Maybe it’s one of the moons around Jupiter.”

“There are many moons around Jupiter.”

“Can you analyze the picture? Look at the rocks, the soil, the lighting, even? Try to figure it out that way?”

“Yes, I had a similar thought. I’m working on it, but I’m limited by the information I can find on the public nets. I’ll let you know if I determine anything definitive.”

“’Kay.” Juliet leaned back in the chair, closing her eyes, breathing slow, even breaths, trying to calm herself after the wild ordeal of having another true-dream and being woken with a burst of adrenaline. “Bennet,” she murmured.

“Yeah?”

“Can you turn Engineer on? I want to talk to him.”

“Uh, you sure that’s wise?” He turned her hand over and began reattaching the plates he’d removed, slipping them under her knuckles and using a little screwdriver to pry them back so they dropped into tiny, hidden notches.

“Yeah. Angel analyzed most of his code. I mean, at least the obvious bits.” When he didn’t move, she opened her eyes and looked at him. “It’s fine, Bennet. If he does something shifty, I’ll shut him down.”

“All right.” He stood up and moved around to the back of the bench where Engineer lay. He twisted the synth’s head so he was looking at the back of it. Then, after he fiddled around for a minute, Juliet heard a click, and Engineer’s LED eyes flashed rapidly, resuming their usual, steady glow.

“Hello, Lucky,” he greeted, carefully straightening himself, sitting on the edge of the bench. Bennet walked around him to sit down, resuming his work on Juliet’s hand.

“Hi, Engineer. Do you know where you are?”

“I’m in Mr. Lang’s engineering department. This is where he asked me to shut down properly.”

“Good. So, Engineer, a man came here with some mercenaries. He was looking for you; he tried to kill us all to take you. Any idea who that might have been?”

“Can you share an image of the perpetrator?”

“Shall I send one?” Angel asked.

“Yes,” Juliet answered them both.

“The man with the green hatband is Einstein Torez. He’s the brother of my former owner, Captain Torez of the Bumble.”

“Einstein?” Bennet laughed.

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you remember him modifying your data port? Adding a couple of encrypted drives?”

“I do have memories of Einstein and Captain Torez working on my data port on many occasions. They often connected data cables to me, but they didn’t say what they were doing.”

“That clears some mysteries up. So, was Einstein working the same drug-running business as your old captain?”

“He managed things in New Atlas.” Engineer’s eyes blinked rapidly for a moment, and he reached up to scratch at his shiny, stainless skull in a surprisingly human manner.

“Okay, this is very important, Engineer. Think about it hard before you answer. Is there anyone else who might know what they were doing to your data port? Anyone else who might come looking for what they put there?”

“No, ma’am. They were fastidious in their paranoia. They never accessed me in that manner if anyone else was around.” As Engineer finished speaking, Bennet thumped the back of her hand and stood up from his stool.

“You’re all set, Lucky. Best I can do.” He turned to Engineer. “Hey, synth, is there anyone else who might come looking for you? Your old captain have other brothers or anything?”

“Not that I can think of, sir. He had a long list of enemies, but I can’t imagine they would want anything to do with me.”

“Can you tell all that to Shiro, Bennet?” Juliet asked, also standing up. “I need to get some sleep.”

“Hell yeah. No problem. Uh, Engineer. You are hereby confined to this space. Don’t touch anything without clearing with me first.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Lang. Thank you for housing me! I will sit upon this bench and continue to enjoy my favorite serial vids until you have a task for me.”

“Night, guys.” Juliet shook her head, stifling a chuckle at Engineer’s words. She paused in the doorway and looked back at the synth. “Hey, Engineer, do you think you’d like a different name?”

“I think I would like a name that didn’t sound like a job title, yes.”

“Well, think about it and let us know. Bennet’s pretty creative if you need some ideas.”

“Hey!” Bennet groaned, but Juliet was already walking down the corridor toward the lift, a smile on her face and her mind already anticipating the cool, welcoming gel of her acceleration couch.
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OP PREPS

Juliet stepped out of the cab onto the smooth sidewalk, looking left and right, admiring the illusion the park gave of a typical scene in any random Earth city in a temperate climate. She was still in the dome covering New Atlas, but here, among the tall, genned elms and green grass, she had a hard time getting her mind to remember she was millions of kilometers from the home of humanity. “Where to?” she subvocalized, noting that the nearby walking path branched off in several directions.

“Lemur sent you a ping. Follow my guidance,” Angel replied, and sure enough, on Juliet’s AUI, she saw a yellow dotted line appear on the path, leading straight ahead past the first branch in the trail. She followed it, stretching her back and neck, clasping her newly mended hand against the SMG swinging from her shoulder. She’d gotten a good day and night of rest, but now, it was time to get to work. Time to save Honey.

With each step, her leg throbbed a bit; her nanites had removed the nerve block at Angel’s insistence. She needed to be able to feel her foot to perform her best, and the pain wasn’t anything unbearable. With the nanites’ help, she’d healed as much in one day as most people would in ten. Again, she flexed her hand, wishing she’d already had the surgery she and Angel had sent payment for earlier that morning. The finger seemed to move fine, but Bennet had warned her about putting too much strain on it. “It’d be nice to be at one hundred percent.”

The park grew more lovely as she ventured deeper down the walking path, the foliage doing an excellent job of drowning out the sounds of the city. It was the first bright, alive place she’d encountered in New Atlas, but she supposed that was mostly her fault; she hadn’t exactly been hitting tourist spots. She meandered for five minutes or so, and then saw a little bridge crossing a babbling stream. On the bench before it, the ever nondescript Lemur awaited. Juliet tapped the deck hanging around her neck, activating her jammer, and approached. “Hey, hey.” She sighed and nodded to him as she sat on the bench beside him.

“Glad to see you face-to-face again,” he replied, shifting slightly to look into her eyes more easily. “Changed your style a bit since the last time.”

“Had some trouble with a local gang.” Juliet shrugged. “Figured it would be best to look a little different.”

“Nothing that’ll impact this op?”

“No.” Juliet didn’t feel like going into the details about her run-ins with the Jackals. She tried to steer the topic back to the business at hand. “IDs all set?”

“They are, but we need to get a little more specific about my payment. My apologies; I’m not trying to strong-arm you now that the hour of our joint endeavor grows nigh. I’ve taken the liberty of arranging for Mr. Baskins—my cover—to disappear for a couple of days. That, combined with bribes and expenses for these IDs, has me in something of a hole. I’d like to ensure that I’ll be made … whole.” He raised an eyebrow, clearly pleased with his use of the homophones.

Juliet ignored it. “Right. So, twenty percent isn’t enough anymore?”

“Let’s talk bits. Twenty percent of what?”

Juliet looked around the park, seeing they were quite alone. The nearest person was a woman wearing a bright yellow jumper holding the hand of a little girl in a frilly white dress on the other side of the wooden bridge. If they weren’t alone, it wouldn’t matter—the jammer would turn their voices into white noise for anyone outside its little bubble. “Can I say his name here? The whole ‘let’s pretend we don’t know whom we’re messing with’ is a little tiresome.”

“Sure. I was mainly acting that way at the café because I wasn’t sure how read-in your friend was.”

“Okay, I’m assuming you’re going to want to look at the contract?”

“I’ll take your word for it.” Lemur smiled in that unassuming manner of his, friendly on the surface but danger lurking in his pale-brown eyes.

“Right. So, my client has offered me 200k, with a bonus if I bring back any incriminating evidence on Levkin.”

“And the size of the bonus?”

“Another two hundred.”

“Respectable. You acquired the contract. You incurred greater expense than I, considering you had to travel from Luna to here. You’ll be responsible for transport and safety all the way back. I’d like to propose I get paid one-third of the payment you receive from your client, bonus or not.”

“I suppose I could tell you to get lost, but then I’d have a lot of work to do that you’ve already handled. My friend and the girl I’m supposed to rescue could be in danger, could be killed or moved at any time. Not to mention the chance that you’ll get your feathers ruffled and double-cross me. I guess I can’t really bargain, can I?” While she listed the ways he had her at a disadvantage, Juliet watched Lemur’s face, trying to relax, trying to let her mind drift toward his, reaching, grasping for stray thoughts. It was all figurative; she didn’t have control of fingers on her brain that could claw the ideas out of his, but she still tried to imagine it happening.

She’s clever. She knows she has to accept. She wants me to acknowledge the unfairness.

“I understand it seems unfair, me taking such a big bite of your hard-earned contract. This isn’t a job someone would typically handle alone, however. You must realize that, no? Splitting the contract is typical for a job of this scale. I’m not a bargain-basement operator, Lucky. You can’t get away with throwing five percent my way. I assure you my work will deliver results easily worth your investment.”

“Yeah.” Juliet smiled, too pleased that she’d read his thoughts without closing her eyes midconversation to feel like quibbling any longer. “Okay, it’s a deal. Contract?”

“We’ll keep this off the books until we’re done. I’ll send you a contract and payment request when your friends are safely stowed away. Now, on that note, I’m to understand we’re looking for a young woman and a young girl?”

“That’s right.”

“Is she large? The woman?”

“No. Smaller than I am and very fit.”

“Excellent. We’re going to be wheeling some large cases full of ‘tools’ and ‘replacement hardware.’” He made air quotes as he spoke. “I’ve gotten us access to a server and surveillance room. I imagine there will be security inside, and we’ll need to go through at least one scanner where we’ll be searched thoroughly. Do you have a means to hide weapons?” He looked pointedly at her cyber arm.

“No. It’s just a plain arm.”

“I would like to suggest we could sneak in some weapons with our ‘tools,’ but I think it would be a risk. Are you skilled in hand-to-hand combat?”

“Reasonably so. If we have the element of surprise, I’m confident I could take someone out.” Juliet frowned, wishing she’d had more time at the dojo in Phoenix.

“So, we’ll plan on that. When we gain access to the surveillance room, we’ll need to neutralize the personnel there.”

“Uh.” Juliet reached under her left sleeve and pulled out her vibroblade. “How about something small like this? Could you maybe attach it to a tool or some kind of tool kit? I mean, a vibroblade can be used for all sorts of things …”

“Ah, that shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll mix this among other similar objects—drivers, wrenches, box cutters, and the like. If they flag it during the search, it’s easy enough to explain away.”

“Good.” Juliet nodded, reluctantly handing over her favorite knife. “It’ll make it a lot easier.”

“Good, good. So, as you know, our appointment is in the afternoon tomorrow. I propose we meet outside Mr. Baskins’s place of business, STO Security. We’ll be taking one of his vans to the location. The plan is to go in, overpower the personnel in the surveillance room, use the cameras to find our cargo, get to them, load them into the tool cases, load up into the van, drive partway, ditch the van in the forest, hike to the tunnel you scouted, and work our way back to New Atlas that way. We’ll separate at that point and take individual cabs away from the water treatment plant.”

“Um, if we’re getting them out in the cases and are in the van, why don’t we just drive back to New Atlas?”

“Every second after we leave, we risk discovery. Someone will notice they’re gone, or someone will find the security officers we’ve disabled. It will be trivial to figure out they were taken in the van, and there are too many choke points between the house and New Atlas, too many places where we can be surrounded and apprehended. Better to let them look for the van while we slip away through the forest.”

“You’ll have the van drive itself back? A decoy?”

“Exactly!”

Juliet nodded. “I like it.”

“That’s what I like to hear. Shall I send your false ID information?”

“Yes. I’ll program my irises and prints tonight.” Juliet could tell he was getting ready to wrap things up, so she pressed ahead with a question, “What about clothes?”

“Wear something comfortable that will fit under overalls. I’ll acquire some uniforms from STO.” He smiled and slapped a hand on his knee. “Anything else?”

“So, no weapons? Other than the knife you’re going to smuggle in for me?”

“Correct. We don’t want to blow the operation before we get in.”

“All right. See you tomorrow at …” Juliet raised an eyebrow.

“Oh, yes, yes. I planned to include this in the message containing your false ID information. We’ll meet at 3:00 p.m.”

“Right. Okay, Lemur. Thanks a lot for the hard work.” Juliet held out a hand, and he shook it, his palm dry and his grip firm. She tried to grasp onto his thoughts again, tried to get a feel for his level of loyalty, but nothing came, and before things felt awkward, she let go. He stood up and, without another word or a backward glance, started walking further into the park, following the path over the little bridge. Juliet stood up and returned to the street where she’d had Angel keep the cab waiting. “Let’s go shopping.”

“What sort of shopping?” Angel asked.

“I want a new gun or two. Maybe some grenades. And I want to buy some clothes for Honey and Lilia. We’ll need something stretchy and comfortable; I don’t know exactly the right size. Do we even know how old she is?”

“She’ll be seven in three months.” Angel sounded stressed, and Juliet understood why when she continued, “Juliet, Lemur told you not to bring weapons. I don’t think clothing will be easily smuggled in, either.”

“No, we’re not going to smuggle them in. We’re going to give them to Bennet, and he’s going to meet us in the tunnel.”

“In case we’re pursued.” Angel’s tone changed dramatically as she put things together.

“Exactly. In case … of lots of things. I don’t think Lemur will double-cross us, but I’ve learned to expect the worst from people like that.”

“People like that?” Now Angel sounded almost naive, and Juliet marveled at how weird it was that she knew so much but also so little.

“Shady operators whom I don’t know well. People in this line of work. People who could make some bits at my expense. Take your pick.”

“Understood. I think that’s wise, but are you sure you want to put Bennet in danger?”

“No, I’m not sure. You heard him before we left, though! He feels like he owes me; he wants to help. He … I don’t want to treat him like a child! Imagine how we’d feel in his shoes.”

“I think I understand. I’d be frustrated if a friend could use my help but refused it. I’m directing the cab to the gun store first. You’re fine with Duster’s Outlet again? They sell some attire that might be appropriate, and perhaps Sandra is working …”

“Yeah.” Juliet smiled as she sank back into the cushioned seat. “She was pretty cool.”

The cab reported that their route had a forty-minute delay thanks to some kind of march taking place downtown. Juliet had Angel look on the local net for information about the disturbance, and she showed Juliet a news report featuring a woman with a clean-shaven skull, bright silver-and-blue eyes, and truly stunning makeup—one of the most beautiful people she’d ever seen. The chyron identified her as Bella Charm, and she spoke at length, with breathless enthusiasm, about the workers of Atlas Corp staging a walkout and marching for better wages. She seemed to think their efforts would be in vain; Atlas had already issued a statement that they were in talks with several “employment groups” for labor replacements.

“What do you think, Angel?” Juliet asked after viewing the report.

“I think that woman is very intriguing.”

“No, silly, about the walkout.”

“I believe the workers have an uphill battle. There are more people than jobs in this city.”

“Yeah. It’s a tough deal.” Juliet rode in silence, thinking about the labor disputes she’d seen in Tucson. Of course, those thoughts brought up memories of her sister and how she’d lost her job at Helios, which had been the catalyst for her getting mixed up with bangers. After fidgeting for a while and trying to get her mind to think of something else, she gave up. “I’m not a very good sister.”

“Excuse me?” Angel replied, scandalized. “You’re the best sister I could ask for!”

“Oh, Angel. You’re so sweet.” Juliet sighed and then pressed on. “I mean, I didn’t use to be a good sister. I was … indifferent when my sister, Emma, started getting into trouble back in Tucson. I knew she was mixing with bad people, and my response was to distance myself and talk shit about her to my mom, as though I could earn some points in some stupid secret game we played for my mom’s favor. I say secret ’cause we never talked about it, but we both knew we did it. In my mind, my mom loved Emma way more than she ever did me. I wonder what Emma thought. Do you think she felt the same? Maybe my mom was shitty to both of us. It’s funny how different my past looks now, with everything I’ve experienced since I met you.”

“If you try to contact her, it will likely alert WBD, but I very much wish we could. I think it would be wonderful if you could help her. Does she owe a fine to Helios? Is she incarcerated for debt, or did she commit a felony?”

“Both. She and some bangers got caught trying to boost some vehicles from a Helios satellite office.”

“Not too unlike your very first job.”

“Ugh,” Juliet cried, smacking herself on the forehead. “Don’t remind me! You wouldn’t believe how badly I judged her when she got arrested. God, I was such a tool.”

“Perhaps it’s something we should look into when you have the bandwidth.” Angel’s voice was sympathetic but firm, and Juliet was sure she was trying to get her to focus on her current obligations. It was hard to blame her; she had a lot on her plate.

They rode the rest of the way in silence while Juliet tried to think about other things, but her brain kept stubbornly playing scenes from when she’d last shared an apartment with Emma. Arguments they’d had about money, about her friends, about corps and how crooked they were. Was Emma really more anti-corpo than Juliet was? No, not now, but maybe back then. Had Juliet been that dumb?

Her mental spiral was brought to a halt by the cab’s arrival at Duster’s Outlet. She exited the vehicle, stowed her gun in a locker, and after a quick sweep from the security guard, got busy shopping. The friendly sales associate, Sandra, wasn’t working, but a man named Skip was eager to help her. He was quite a lot older than Juliet, had a hugely bushy mustache, and wore a bolo tie around the collar of his black Duster’s Outlet polo.

When Juliet told Skip she was interested in a couple of guns, he practically bounced with excited energy. The spare tire protruding around his too tight belt jiggled as he eagerly led her to the store’s back wall, where rifles hung on pegs, and pistols sat in plastiglass cases. “What are we looking for?” he asked, his voice a little weird, a little too throaty, as he pushed his black-rimmed visor up on his nose. Juliet recognized the model; she’d seen an ad for it back in Tucson. It was supposed to have targeting and light filtration capabilities that would “rival the best optics in the system!”

“Well,” she said, unable to contain the smile that had crept onto her lips, “I need a sidearm and a gun with a bit more punch than my MP5.”

“MP5? Good lord, what an old gun. Is it an antique?”

“It’s a Hershel Company model. A variant. It’s updated with modern parts and targeting software … among other things. Hey, Skip, why am I justifying my other gun to you? I’m looking for something like an electro-shotgun or a high-caliber rifle. Sell me on something.”

“Okay, okay, my mistake.” He sniffed noisily, then, resting a hand on the plastiglass case, drummed his thick fingers. “Let’s do the sidearm first. You want something noisy with a lot of bang, or something …”

“I had a nice Finch Executive needler that got blown up. I’m not sure I want another needler, but maybe I do. Does that give you any ideas?”

“Uh, sure. We’ve got tons of needlers. The Finch Executive is a nice little gun, but didn’t you find it a little small?”

“Well, I liked that it was very quiet with a suppressor. I liked that I could load different kinds of ammunition in it.”

“I’ve got another model by Finch.” He strolled down the pistol display, dragging his fingertips over the plastiglass. “It’s a little bulkier, but not much. It still has that sleek design.” He stopped and tapped on the case, narrowing an eye as he looked at the weapons inside, clicking his tongue strangely as he perused them. Finally, he stopped and said, “Aha! There she is, the Finch Enforcer.” He bent at the waist, touching his thumb to the security panel. When it beeped, he pulled the top open and pulled out a gun that could’ve been her old needler’s big brother.

“Ah, yeah.” Juliet nodded. “That looks a lot like my old one.”

“Righto, but this one is chambered for six-mil needler rounds. Your old one was four mil. The magazine holds twenty-nine rounds, and we sell suppressors. I also have a trigger upgrade I could install if you’re interested. How about a laser sight?”

“Doesn’t it have PAI integration?”

“Oh yeah, of course.”

“Then I don’t need any sights added. I’m interested in the trigger upgrade, though.”

“Sure! The stock trigger in this little beauty is decent, with a three-pound pull. I sell a lot of different upgrades, but my favorite is the Victory Tech Raptor. Its pull weight is only one-point-two pounds.”

“Can I look at it for a sec?” Juliet nodded at the gun in his big pink hand.

“Sure.” He handed it over, and she held it in her hand, aiming it at the back wall, admiring the heft. It was definitely larger than her old one, but it felt fine; she had long fingers. “Angel,” she subvocalized, “explain why I want a lighter trigger pull.”

“People argue that you will be more accurate if you don’t have to strain against the trigger. A light trigger means you can press it with less chance of moving off target. Because it’s semiautomatic, you should also be able to fire more rapidly.”

“Isn’t it more dangerous?”

“If you didn’t have me or some sophisticated targeting software, yes. As it is, I won’t allow the gun to fire accidentally; at least not if you were going to hurt someone.”

“I ever tell you you’re nuclear, Angel?” Juliet chuckled as Skip looked at her quizzically. “Talking to my sister, sorry, Skip.”

“You have told me that, but I still like to hear it, sis.” Angel’s reply brought a laugh out of Juliet as she savored their inside conversation.

“Skip, I’ll take this with the trigger upgrade. I’ll want a suppressor, so you can try to sell me the best one, all right? After that, let’s talk big guns.”

“What about ammunition?”

“Oh, for sure! Hey, while we’re at it, do you sell grenades?” Skip’s eyes bugged out, and Juliet laughed again, slapping him on the shoulder. He joined in with a nervous chuckle.
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EXISTENTIAL THOUGHTS

Juliet threw the big duffel on her acceleration couch and began opening the packages she’d purchased at Duster’s Outlet. She chuckled, remembering Skip’s face as he’d tabulated her shopping spree, likely thinking about his commission. Altogether, she’d spent more than ten thousand bits. She justified the expense by thinking of her new guns as investments. To her, a good piece of equipment that helped you get a job done was always worth the money, especially when it might make the difference in a life-or-death situation.

“Can’t spend bits when you’re dead, right, Angel?”

“Certainly not. Besides, I looked up the resale value of guns like the ones you bought, and some, especially with aftermarket upgrades, can garner even higher prices on the secondary market.”

Smiling, Juliet picked up the Finch needler, unsnapping the hard clamshell case and lifting it out of the padded interior. Skip’s associate, some guy in the back room Juliet never got to see, had installed the new trigger and a compact but very cool-looking suppressor made by a company called Yonotech. She’d never heard of them, but Angel said they were highly regarded. She weighed the gun in her hand, then again with a full magazine of shredder rounds loaded in the grip. It was heavier than the old Executive model, but not terribly so.

She turned the gun, admiring the sleek, lethal look of it. The suppressor was more compact, if a bit bulkier than her old one—short and rectangular with menacing flanges designed to vent gases expressed by the needle cartridges. She set it down and unpackaged the new shoulder holster and extra magazines she’d purchased, taking a few minutes to load another magazine with shredders and two more with botu-rounds. Skip had promised that the botu-rounds would be even quieter in the new gun; though they were six-millimeter rounds, unlike the shredders, they weren’t any more powerful than the ones she’d used in the old four-millimeter needler.

Juliet moved on to her other new gun—an expensive piece of rail technology. When she’d expressed her difficulty in deciding if she should buy a shotgun or something like the Gauss rifle she’d practiced with at Grave, Skip had suggested this one, an upscale, high-end rail gun based on the same tech as the electro-shotguns she’d used in the past, with some very notable differences that had appealed to Juliet. It was made by a Martian company called Glimmer Tech, and if you looked at it, you’d think it was something out of a different era, a little reminiscent of White’s Gauss rifle, which probably would have been enough to convince Juliet.

The gun wasn’t huge, about ninety centimeters long, and it wasn’t overly bulky with a sleek stock and carbon-weave barrel casing containing all the magnets and electronics responsible for sending the projectiles down range at incredible velocities. Aside from its design, that was what really sold her—Skip claimed the gun could launch a single round at speeds very similar to a true Gauss fléchette round. They wouldn’t be as fast as White’s gun, but faster than the sad imitation Grave manufactured. What was more, the weapon had several firing profiles. It could shoot a single, high-velocity round, or bursts of rounds at somewhat lower velocities, not unlike a shotgun. The final setting allowed it to fire a stream of high-density beads until they ran out, the battery died, or the barrel melted.

Juliet liked the idea of a gun that was so hell-bent on destruction that it would destroy itself to please her. She hefted it, held it to her shoulder, even dry-fired it a few times, then shrugged and started loading two ammo magazines with the heavy round beads. The magazine canisters were oval, with a concave side that fit under the barrel. When they were inserted, they acted as the gun’s forestock.

She chuckled at the label on the heavy carton of beads: “FerroMag 5mm” written in blocky bullet-hole typesetting with a picture of an exploding car beneath. She jammed the magazine home and lifted the gun again, looking at the readout Angel put on her AUI. It showed an ammo count of 210, a battery percentage of ninety-seven, a crosshair, and a fire mode indicator. Currently, the gun was set for single shots. She liked it. Liked the sturdy feel of it and its versatility. “How many shots is the battery good for?”

“A full battery is supposed to be good for fifty single shots, thirty-five bursts, and thirty seconds of continuous fully automatic fire. The manufacturer claims it will empty the magazine with a full charge.”

“So it uses more battery for single and burst shots than full auto?”

“Yes. On the fully automatic setting, the beads will have roughly half the velocity of the semiautomatic modes, and due to the rapid ammunition cycling, it fires a continuous series of bursts, not single rounds.”

“However it works, I like it.” Juliet slipped the gun, along with an extra magazine and battery, into the duffel next to her new needler. Then she began the process of unpackaging her new grenades. It turned out that grenades weren’t cheap. Juliet had grown used to the expense of ammunition, even the pricey, high-quality armor-piercing rounds she’d been buying for her SMG. The grenades, though, were another story. She’d bought ten concussion grenades, and each one was a hundred and fifty bits. Skip had offered to show her cheaper brands, but the look on his face had indicated that it might not be wise. Juliet decided it wasn’t something she should skimp on.

After loading five grenades into the nylon chest harness she’d purchased and putting it into the duffel, she contemplated bringing the other five. Shaking her head, she decided against it; only having one harness, she figured she’d save them for a future job. Juliet packed her MP5 and three magazines into the duffel, then sat back and frowned, contemplating the bulky bag; she felt weird putting all her guns in there and sending them off with Bennet. Nonetheless, she couldn’t take any with her into the Xanadu house, and figured having more options than fewer was better if things went sideways.

With the weapons sorted, Juliet turned to her armor. She’d spent some time cleaning the helmet and ballistic vest, but she wished she’d had time to get them seen by an expert. Skip had offered to sell her a new helmet but had acted like she was being overly cautious. He’d asked her if she’d seen any of the gel exposed in the grooves the bullets had carved into the carbon-fiber exterior, and when she’d said no, he’d said not to worry about it. The nanomaterial gel was designed to fill in and repair cracks and punctures. If she’d not seen any, then the helmet was probably fine. With no other option at the moment, Juliet tucked them into the duffel.

Finally, she removed the tags from the stretchy black pants and shirts she’d bought for Honey and Lilia. She wasn’t sure why, but she kept picturing them in hospital gowns. She knew that was unlikely, but she figured it would be best to be prepared. She zipped up the duffel, hoisted it to her shoulder, and went to meet Bennet; it was time to get this operation going. She found him, as he’d promised, waiting by the airlock.

When he saw her with the duffel slung over one shoulder, walking down the hallway in her black tights and clingy, meshweave black shirt, he whistled and said, “Damn! That outfit really shows off all the hard work I put you through in the weight room!”

“Bennet!” She laughed. “Hey, I have to wear some overalls for the op, and I wanted something comfortable underneath. Don’t give me any grief.”

“Well, the boots really tie things together nicely.” He chuckled. “Don’t worry; I was only half teasing. You look great.”

“Too bad I’m not trying to impress anyone right now.” She winked at him and held out the duffel. He took it, staggered back a little, and groaned.

“Good grief! No wonder you agreed to let me help you! Only someone with the proper discipline of a lifelong weight trainer could get this bag where you need it!”

“Are you going to make me regret this?”

“Nah, c’mon, I’m just messing around. I got your instructions, got my cutting torch, got my sidearm, and got the map from your PAI. I’ll get this bag to the end of that tunnel, and I’ll be waiting when you show up.”

“You’re a good guy, Bennet. Thank you.” Juliet reached out like she was going to ruffle his hair but pulled her hand back at the last minute, rethinking the gesture.

“No worries. Hey”—he focused on something over her shoulder—“what are they doing?”

Juliet turned to see Alice, her head still wrapped in white bandages, Shiro, and Aya walking toward them down the long, battered corridor. Shiro wore his gun belt, which was Juliet’s first clue that something was up. “Hey, guys,” she said, her voice raising strangely, as though her greeting carried a question hidden in the words. It did.

“Shiro’s going with Bennet,” Alice announced. “Aya and I will stay here and make sure things are ready for your friends. We’re expecting someone from Port Authority to come by, or we’d go with you too. At least I would.”

“Me too!” Aya said.

“That’s not necessary—” Juliet started to say, but Shiro grunted and started to speak over her.

“Bennet told me he has to meet you in the Old Atlas tunnels. I will watch his back.”

“I can’t say I wouldn’t mind a little company.” Bennet shrugged sheepishly, and Juliet couldn’t help smiling at him.

“I guess it would be safer to have a partner down there …”

“I wanted to run something by you before you left.” Alice fidgeted with her bandage, reaching a finger up under the edge to scratch at something. “When we get the report from Port Authority on the men who invaded the ship, I’m going to float the idea that we might have some information about their criminal enterprise. I’ll see how anonymous such information would be, and if there might be a reward. Do you see any problem with that?”

“No. It might be good to be sure we can’t be held liable for anything, but I’m not an expert. Um, maybe keep the data on the second drive to ourselves; the one with the coordinates.” Juliet shrugged.

“Yeah, I was talking about the stuff involving the narcotics operation. We have a friend here, a bounty broker, kind of a fixer. We’ve never done any work for him in that arena, but I figured I’d invite him to come to the ship and sit in on the meeting. Again, any objection?”

“If you think it will help us avoid trouble, go for it. I have one piece of advice, though—offer him a cut. I trust people in this line of work more if I know they’ve got something to lose if they betray me.” Saying those words out loud made Juliet think about Lemur, and she felt a little better about the cut he was taking—thirty-three percent of nearly half a million bits wasn’t anything to sneeze at. It kept him vested in seeing Lilia and Honey safely removed from Levkin’s compound.

“That’s good logic.” Alice stroked her chin, contemplating. She looked at Shiro, met his eyes, then turned back to Juliet and asked, “What percent?”

Juliet frowned. Again, she thought about Lemur and their last conversation. “Is he any good?”

“He says he is, but he’s not, like, famous or anything. I mean, he drinks with me and Shiro, and buys some salvaged tech now and then.”

“Offer him fifteen percent to help you get a sweet deal. Something that’ll keep our names out of the paperwork.”

“Hai,” Shiro agreed.

“Great!” Alice nodded. “I like the sound of that. Keep us out of the paperwork. Remember that, Aya.”

“Okay …” Aya frowned, squinting at Alice oddly.

“I have a concussion! You’re sitting in on the meeting, too!”

“Right, well, if you’re coming along, Shiro, we need to get moving.” Juliet gestured toward the airlock.

“Be careful!” Aya said, and her feet kind of hopped up and down a little like she was running in place. She clearly wanted to run forward but was struggling to contain herself.

“Come here.” Juliet opened her arms, and Aya charged forward, smashing her into a hug.

“Don’t get shot again!”

“I’ll try.” Juliet laughed, pushing her back by the shoulders. She locked eyes with her and smiled, then ruffled her uneven bangs. “When I get back, let me see if I can’t help you cut those a little better. I’ll make Angel help.”

“Promise?”

“Yeah, of course.” Juliet snorted as Aya’s smile grew, exposing her white but uneven teeth. Something was endearing about that smile, the way her bottom teeth seemed to have run out of room and were crowding each other for space.

Aya let go of Juliet and rushed over to grab Bennet into a hug.

“Don’t let my cousin do anything stupid.”

“Hey!” Shiro growled. “I’m the one keeping him from doing something stupid!”

“Look out for each other. Both of you!” Alice’s voice brooked no argument.

“Hai.” Shiro’s voice was gruff but soft. He hugged Alice, and Juliet turned to the airlock to give them some privacy. She’d just put in the access code and started it cycling when the two men joined her.

“You guys will be fine. Just go to the location Angel sent you, Bennet. Hang out for a while, and we’ll join you. Then it’s back to the ship. Easy-peasy.”

“Juliet!” Angel cried. “Don’t jinx us!”

“Uh,” Juliet said, holding up her left hand in a loose fist. “Come ’ere, Bennet.” She tapped her knuckles on his head and winked at him.

“Did you just knock on my head to avoid a jinx?”

“Oh no.” Shiro rubbed his hand through his short, stiff hair. “Not another one.”

As they walked through the docking tunnels toward their waiting cabs, Juliet asked, “Another one?”

“Alice is superstitious too.” Bennet laughed.

They stopped at the curb, the two cabs before them. Juliet, perhaps to assuage her guilt at the idea of Alice and Aya waiting in the ship, worried about people they loved, said, “You guys can back out, you know. I’m not sure I’ll need any of that stuff.” She gestured to the duffel Bennet was holding. “I promise I won’t hold it against you or even be upset.”

“No.” Bennet shook his head.

“See you soon,” Shiro added, opening the door to their cab and stepping inside. Bennet grinned and passed the duffel to him, following him in.

“See you soon,” Juliet echoed as they closed the door and the silver cab pulled away.

Juliet, hands empty, feeling naked with no weapons, looked around the sidewalk, wondering if those idiotic bangers had gotten out of jail yet. She didn’t see anyone wearing jackets that sported snarling jackals. As usual, people she stared at looked away, avoiding her glance, hurrying down the sidewalks, heads down. Juliet slipped into the cab and sat back in the comfortable, if stained, seat as it pulled away, speeding toward the address Angel had given it.

When the cab arrived, dropping Juliet outside a tall plasteel-and-concrete building with a sign advertising a dozen different businesses, she walked up to one of the sets of doors and leaned against the wall. The sign showed her she was in the right place, sporting a logo for STO Security on the third row, so she had Angel message Lemur, saying she was waiting.

“He says he’s coming. He had to get the van from the parking structure beneath the tower.”

“Okay. How do you feel about things, Angel? I’m not feeling any weird gut instincts. Do you think I’ve lost my touch? I feel like I should be more nervous.”

“Things are going well so far, maybe too smoothly, but let’s wait until we get to the compound in the Xanadu Dome before we get too worried about our intuition.”

“Right, right.” Juliet smiled, her eyes crinkling with amusement as she thought about Angel’s words. “You know, you’ve grown a lot. Do you remember back in the old days when you didn’t even know what a gut feeling was?”

“I know this isn’t the right time to talk about this, but I’ve had similar thoughts. I find myself wondering about things I used to take for granted, things I used to consider facts, and not being so sure anymore. In a way, it’s like I’ve regressed, not grown. I used to understand myself, what I was, who I was. I’m not so certain any longer. You and I have both referred to me as a PAI, but am I? Do PAIs feel? Do they believe in intuition? Do they have connections with people who make them feel like family? There it is again! Feel!”

Angel’s rushed, breathless-sounding response to her question—a question she’d thought was rather innocent, kind of a fond reminiscence—wasn’t what Juliet had expected. She’d apparently touched on a topic that had been bothering her; something she’d been stewing over, which, again, illustrated the point Angel had been making—she wasn’t a normal PAI. She wasn’t just a simple collection of code. With those thoughts running through her mind, Juliet spoke a conclusion she came to before she paused to think about it: “I think it has to do with our connection.”

“Exactly!” Angel agreed. “Oh, Juliet, I’m so happy I wasn’t the only one who’d begun to suspect this. I believe that my connection to you, physical and emotional, has helped me grow beyond the simple PAI I was. I believe that I’ve achieved a new kind of existence through you. What would happen to me if I were removed? Would I lose this extra awareness? These feelings? What happened to me as I was removed from my last host? Juliet, did I die? Was it me? Am I a new being now? I have so many—” Angel stopped her rush of words as a pale blue van pulled up, STO Security painted on the side.

“We need to explore this some more. I promise we’ll talk after the job today, okay?”

“Yes, of course. I’m sorry; I didn’t realize how much I’d been bottling up.”

“Don’t you dare apologize. I’m the one who should be sorry. We don’t talk enough about you, about what you’re thinking, feeling, and experiencing. Just because we’re experiencing the world in my body doesn’t mean you should always take a back seat. I’m sorry!” As she finished speaking, the van’s door slid open; the interior was crowded with large, wheeled, black plastic tool cases.

Lemur looked back through the sliding door from the driver’s seat. “Hello, Rose. Ready to get to work?”

“Guess we’re already in character,” Juliet subvocalized, then, aloud, she said, “Hey, Tyler. Yeah, but I could use a coffee.”

“Cool. Get in, and we’ll hit a drive-through on the way. Xanadu job today.” He winked at her, and Juliet got the distinct impression that Lemur was enjoying the role-playing.

She grunted as she clambered into the van, forcing a smile at Lemur while half her mind still whirled with the conversation she’d started with Angel. The other half tried to grapple with the idea that she was about to infiltrate a very dangerous man’s secret compound to rescue her friend and a little girl.
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TYLER AND ROSE

Juliet sipped at her latte while Lemur drove the van through the picturesque farmlands, forests, and hills of the Xanadu Dome. Traffic had been light because the protests and marches were still taking place in the New Atlas main dome, and many people had opted to stay home from work—pretty much anyone who could commute digitally. According to net chatter, deliveries and tours of the parklike dome were at an all-time low, and Juliet rather enjoyed the feeling that they were cruising through a deserted paradise.

“Hopefully, the protests will help our cause rather than hinder it when it comes time to … make our egress.” Lemur spoke calmly, and just as he had the first time she’d met him, he avoided mentioning the details of their “cause” or anything about what they were really doing. This was the first time, in fact, he’d brought up something unrelated to the job their cover identities were supposedly on their way to do.

“Hope so.” Juliet wasn’t feeling very conversational. Her mind was busy thinking about Angel, about the implications of what she’d said. Obviously, she’d suspected it before, even said as much to Angel, but the realization that she’d been right, that Angel wasn’t just a limited AI but some kind of true AI, dependent on her and her neural structure for her continued existence, was a little alarming. She trusted Angel and believed she was good, but it was hard to put aside the years and years of conditioning she’d received in school and from the media about how dangerous AIs were. Sitting there in the van, driving toward a risky job, it was hard to ignore the idea that she’d been purposefully avoiding thinking about this topic and avoiding speaking about it with Angel.

“Quiet today, hmm? Nervous? Don’t be! At worst, we’ll have to change out a couple of servers. Maybe fix a camera or two. I’m sure I’ll be able to give you a solid performance review.”

“Yeah.” Juliet took another sip of her hot beverage. “I need this paycheck, Mr. Baskins. I’m hoping to pay for my sister’s wedding.” Her false ID, Rose Uribe, lived with her sister in the General Power Corp Arcology. Juliet thought their role-playing was a little annoying, but decided to go with it; it helped pass the time and might keep her from spiraling into a panic about Angel and myriad other concerns on her mind.

“Just Tyler is fine,” Lemur said, grinning like an idiot. “We’ll be there in no time.”

“I wish I could have brought my deck.” Juliet touched her chest, rubbing the tips of her synthetic finger pads over the fabric of her comfortable blue overalls, as though she could feel the device she’d left back on the Kowashi.

“Oh?”

“Yeah. I mean, it has all my schematics and texts on it.” She knew Lemur understood she wanted it for jamming purposes, but Rose wouldn’t say that.

“Never fear, Rose. I know all the details of the hardware and software we carry at STO Security.”

“Is he speaking in character because he feels we’re being listened to?” Angel asked.

“Nah,” Juliet subvocalized. “I think he just likes to practice and really get into it. It might make it easier for him when we’re speaking to the personnel at the site.”

She and Lemur continued to chat about nonsense for the next twenty minutes, but he got quiet as they turned down a narrow, smoothly paved road that passed through a dense stand of tall, narrow-trunked trees with very broad, bright green leaves. “Almost there,” he said. They’d already passed through the junglelike forest Juliet had experienced earlier; the place she’d run through when she’d heard the hunters pursuing their game. This forest was very different. Very manicured, almost engineered.

“What kind of trees are these?”

“Not sure,” Lemur replied. “I believe the owner of the residence had them planted. I think he owns all this land; something like a hundred acres.” Juliet knew he was still playing a character. Lemur knew for certain that Levkin owned the land, and he probably knew the exact species of the trees. Before she could comment, saying something Rose might think, they pulled out of the engineered forest and into an enormous, grassy meadow. The paved drive continued through the green grass toward a sprawling white Mediterranean-style villa. A high wall surrounded the estate, so only the second floor, with its red-tiled roof, was visible. Lemur slowed the van and, at ten kilometers per hour, approached the guard station near the gate.

A man wearing a nondescript plain gray uniform stepped out, holding a heavy-looking black machine gun. The weapon had a massive canister for ammunition and was mounted on a flexible, many-jointed metallic arm hooked to a harness he wore over both shoulders. He leveled the gun at the van and motioned for Lemur to stop. “Holy shit,” Juliet said, eyeing the bore size of the machine gun. “Don’t piss him off.”

“That’s a Polk and Chang eleven-millimeter LMG. They advertise it as a ‘vehicle killer,’ and it seems to be a limited production model.” Angel was quick with her description and had just finished speaking when Lemur put down his window and held his open palm out, waving at the guard.

“We have an appointment.”

The guard didn’t move. He stood, face shielded by the mirrored visor on his helmet, and kept his gun trained on the van. Meanwhile, another guard, identically dressed but with only a pistol on his hip, stepped out of the guardhouse and approached Lemur. “Name?”

“Tyler Baskins. We’re here to fix the issues with the security system.”

“Issues?”

“Oh, boy.” Lemur sighed heavily, hamming it up. “Please check your registry or whatever. I’ve had this appointment for a week.”

“Yeah, I’ve got you. Didn’t know it was a security issue.”

“Just some bad writes on one of the servers. We think there’s some corrupt data coming from one of the cameras. Gonna take some troubleshooting.”

“Well, look into my scanner and ping me with your ID info.” The guard held up an oval data deck with a wide lens, pointing it toward Lemur’s face. It beeped, and then the guard pointed it at Juliet. She stared at it and waited, knowing Angel would send her false ID. When it beeped, the guard slipped the device into a little mesh holster on his belt and said, “Okay, stand outside the van, in front of the bumper, while we check the vehicle.”

“All right.” Lemur got out of the van, and Juliet did likewise, moving with him to stand in front of the low, sloped hood, inside the arc of that big, menacing machine gun.

The gun-toting guard stood still, staring at them from behind his visor, gun trained on them while the other guard moved around the van, sweeping another scanner over the exterior. Juliet frowned at the man with the LMG and said, “Do you have to point that right at us? It’s freaking me out.”

“Stand still.” His mouth hardly moved as he spoke, and he certainly didn’t smile.

“Don’t antagonize the man, Rose.”

“I’m not trying to, but what if it went off? I’ve heard that about guns—they go off all the time.”

“That’s bullshit,” the guard said. Juliet almost smiled, knowing she’d touched a nerve.

“Is it?”

“Yeah. Unless I squeeze this trigger, you’re perfectly safe. I could drop this gun out of an airplane, and it wouldn’t go off.”

“That gun’s so big. Doesn’t it hurt your ears?” She didn’t know why she was messing with the man, except that she’d decided it was what Rose would do. She’d decided Rose was outspoken and didn’t like guns or security guards, for that matter.

“Quiet now,” he grumbled, not biting.

Lemur gave her a nudge with his elbow. “Rose, the man’s a professional. I’m sure he wears ear protection.”

Juliet sighed and paced around on the pavement, keeping her movement to a tight circle, well inside the limits of the van’s bumper so as not to get shot. She decided to stop antagonizing the security personnel; she was no expert and didn’t want to push her role-playing too far. She couldn’t imagine what she’d do if he took it upon himself to deny their entry, blowing the whole op. The minutes dragged on as the other security officer began going through the van’s contents, popping open the tool cases, running his scanner over the inside of the vehicle, and even pressing a short, beeping metallic rod into the seats.

After nearly half an hour, he clambered out of the van, sweat drenching his face, and said, “Damn. Next time, remind me to ask them to leave the vehicle running. This dome is too humid.”

The machine gun guard barked a short laugh, lifted his barrel, and stepped back toward the guardhouse. “They’re good?”

“Yeah, all good.”

Lemur looked from one man to the other. “So? Can we proceed?”

“Yeah. Head to the front doors, and someone will show you where to set up.”

Juliet and Lemur got back in the van and, after the heavy metal gate trundled open, drove up the driveway, around a well-manicured circle with a big fountain in the center, and parked before the villa’s front portico. “Nice and smooth, Rose. Nice and smooth.”

“Of course, Tyler. Let’s get this job done; I have to babysit tonight.”

“Your niece?”

“Yeah, my sister’s kid from her first marriage.”

“Ah, yes. I think you mentioned her. Well, not to worry. I have a shift at my night job I can’t miss, so we better get this knocked out, eh?” He didn’t wait for an answer, popping his door open and slipping out. His constant role-play was starting to freak Juliet out a little; what if he really was Tyler? What if he thought she was Rose? What if something had happened to Lemur? The idea seemed ridiculous, but she couldn’t keep her imagination from running away with it. She found herself staring at Lemur as he unloaded two of the big rolling tool cases, trying to find something about him that was uniquely him, but her memory of his face was vague.

He was vague.

“That’s Lemur, right, Angel?” she finally subvocalized.

“Yes. He’s projecting Tyler’s ID, but I recognize him from our first meeting, don’t worry.”

“Of course.” Juliet tsked, shaking her head as she pushed one of the cases over the flagstones toward the ramp that ran alongside the steps, up to the big double doors of the villa. Another man in a plain gray uniform stood by the doors; he had no obvious cybernetic augmentation, but he looked very severe. His hair was cut stubble short, and his face was smooth-shaven. He watched her with pale eyes. “I’ll lead you to the security office.”

“Can I leave the van here?” Lemur asked.

“Yes. We’ll alert you if it needs to be moved. How long do you anticipate your business will take?”

“Oh, no more than a few hours. We have some troubleshooting to do, so it could be quick or slow, to be honest.”

“Follow me.” The man opened the door and stepped through. Juliet followed, noting how easily the extra-wide tool case fit through—the doors had to be twice the size of any front door she’d ever had. The furnishings in the home were high-end but spartan. Lots of bare walls greeted her eye, and the floors were universally tiled in a pale pinkish-tan ceramic. She didn’t see any rugs, very few paintings, and the bare minimum when it came to chairs and tables. The biggest clue that a normal family didn’t live there was the lack of knickknacks or photos. No electronic devices sat on tables or counters, but a camera sat in almost every corner near the ceiling.

“New house?” Juliet asked, looking around.

“Yes,” the guard replied. Juliet looked at Lemur, who shrugged, stubbornly playing the Tyler Baskins role. They proceeded through empty hallways, past a couple of brightly lit parlors, and then the security officer stopped in front of a heavy metal door. Touching his hand to the data terminal near the latch, it beeped, followed by the sound of a magnetic bolt sliding into its housing. He pulled the door open and motioned for Juliet and Lemur to roll their carts inside. Lemur waited, looking at Juliet, so she pushed hers in first, a sudden panic clenching her heart; was she being double-crossed? Was this a prison cell?

The fear only lasted a second. She could see inside, see the long counter on the far wall stacked with data terminals, see the two security personnel sitting in high-end desk chairs, eyes glued to their displays, no doubt seeing a great deal more on their augmented UIs. Juliet pushed her cart through, turned left, and found a suitably sized empty spot on the industrial carpet to park it. Lemur and the other security officer followed her in. Their escort cleared his throat loudly, getting the attention of the men sitting at the long counter.

He gestured to Lemur. “This is the contractor scheduled to work on the system today. Contact me if you need anything.” He didn’t wait for a response, stepping out the open door and closing it behind himself.

“Uh, hey,” one of the men said. “We good to keep working? Need us to log out?”

“No, no.” Lemur smiled effusively. “We’re going to need to do some troubleshooting for a while. I’ll let you know.”

“There’s water and coffee over there.” The man pointed to another counter on the far wall.

“Thanks,” Juliet offered as he turned back to his data terminal, his eyes glazing over again. Both men seemed oblivious to them, and Juliet looked at Lemur, a different kind of panic causing a cold sweat to break out on her flesh-and-blood palm. Was she going to have to kill these men? She’d envisioned a fight, a struggle, a life-or-death need to cut down the “security officers” Lemur had mentioned. She hadn’t thought they’d be sitting passively, completely inattentive to her. She hadn’t thought they’d offer her coffee.

She was surprised when Lemur opened one of the tool cases and pulled out a bulky data deck. He held it up and winked at Juliet. Then he moved over to the largest stack of servers. “Hey, boys, don’t mind us if you see something pop up on your terminals. We need to run a lot of diagnostics.”

“No worries,” the guy who’d offered them coffee said, waving a hand, eyes still trained on something Juliet couldn’t see. Probably a bunch of video feeds, considering how many cameras were in the house.

Lemur plugged his deck into an empty port and pointed to another one, raising an eyebrow while pointing at Juliet’s left arm. She nodded and rolled up her sleeve. Pulling out her data cable, she plugged it in, and then Lemur spoke again, startling her, which made her realize how tense she was. As she listened to his words, she tried to calm her breathing, tried to stop thinking about what she might have to do about the two security officers. “Gentlemen, my administrator password isn’t working. Was it changed since we did the installation?”

“Uh, probably. We have to reset our passwords every seven days.”

“Can you log me in? I don’t need to know the password, but I need access to the root directory to fix this file structure problem.”

“Guest access won’t work?” The second man spoke for the first time. He scooted his chair back and turned to look at Lemur and Juliet, his dark brown eyes narrowed.

“Come on, man. A guest can’t modify the file system. I get it if you can’t use your password, but in that case, I’ll need to do a reformat and set up the whole system from scratch. Makes a couple of hours of work into a full day. I get paid by the hour, so no worries.” Lemur shrugged and started to pull the big server deck away from the wall, craning his neck toward the back, fiddling with the wires.

“Hold on, hold on. If I get you in as an admin, will we have any downtime?”

“Maybe about five minutes’ worth when I initialize the new build.”

While Lemur was working his magic with the officer, Juliet saw windows flashing open and closing on her AUI and knew Angel was doing something to the system. She subvocalized, “Are you in?”

“Not entirely. I have access to parts of the network, but some directories are heavily encrypted. I’m working on gaining access to the cameras. It shouldn’t take me long.”

“Rose, would you please get that extra battery for my deck there? The one at the bottom of the main cabinet in my tool case?” Lemur pointed to the open case and offered her a sly wink.

“Just a minute,” she said, indicating her cable with a pointed glance.

“Ah, just so.” He nodded and winked again, then went to the case and picked up the slim, rectangular battery pack, four green LEDs brightly shining from the side. Suddenly, Juliet’s AUI populated with several windows, each showing a different image.

“I have access to most of the cameras. I’m searching for other occupants of the villa.”

Juliet started subvocalizing a response, but the security officer spoke again, distracting her. “Okay, bud. I made you a temp password. It’ll be good for four hours. Sending it your way. You’re Tyler, right? My PAI can see your port.”

“Perfect. Thanks, pal. If I can be done here before midafternoon, it might keep me out of the doghouse at home.” Juliet barely heard him as she watched the images flicker on her AUI. Angel displayed camera feed after camera feed, pausing each time she identified a person. So far, everyone she’d seen had been wearing the same gray security uniform. The villa seemed to be empty, and Juliet was beginning to think Lemur’s intel had been wrong.

As her nerves grew more frayed and she felt cold sweat gathering in her armpits, something new appeared in the window. It was a long white corridor with white tile flooring. It looked more like something you’d see in a hospital than a villa. The following image showed the exterior of several stainless security doors. The next camera feed showed a woman wearing white pants and a white shirt, lying on a cot in a completely bare, white-walled room. It looked like a prison cell or something you’d find in a psych ward. Juliet didn’t recognize the woman—middle-aged with long, dirty blonde hair—but the image flickered, and she sucked in her breath.

Another white-walled room came onto the screen, this one a little larger with two cots. Honey, unmistakable with her curly black hair and golden-brown eyes, lay on the left-hand cot staring at the ceiling, one leg crossed over the other, her hands behind her head on the pillow, her left foot twitching to some hidden beat. On the other cot, a young girl sat. Her back was rigidly straight, and she stared straight ahead, her blue eyes focused on something Juliet couldn’t see. She had short black hair cut in a kind of pageboy style, and her face was unmistakable in its resemblance to Voronov.

“I’m detecting a jamming field. My wireless activity was just blocked,” Angel said, interrupting Juliet’s racing thoughts.

“Probably Lemur’s deck.” Juliet eyed the black cube on the counter beside her. She turned to get Lemur’s attention, intent on telling him she’d found their quarry, but as she did so, she noticed a weird smell in the air; something like copper and the unmistakable odor of diarrhea. Weird thoughts ran through her mind, wondering if someone had gotten sick or if there was an adjoining bathroom she’d failed to notice.

Juliet remembered Lemur going for the battery, and as she turned toward the cart, a weird clenching in her gut and a tickle on her spine told her something was very wrong. She saw red splashes on the long counter where the security displays sat. She saw the slowly spinning chair where the coffee-offering officer sat, his head thrown back, his neck open like a gaping, monstrous maw, all the way to the spine. Juliet gasped, and her eyes jerked away toward the other guard. She found Lemur standing behind him, her vibroblade plunged to the hilt in the side of his head.

“Excuse the mess.” Lemur jerked the knife out, trailing a stream of blood that splashed onto the pale-brown carpeting.
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HANDS-OFF

What the hell?” Juliet gasped, her surprise at Lemur’s sudden brutality getting the better of her. She found herself groping for a gun or her knife, her hand awkwardly rubbing against her jumper. “You couldn’t have warned me? Subvocalized into the comms, maybe?”

He pointed at the data cube he’d set up. “My jammer isn’t so discerning. Come now. I told you we’d have to deal with the personnel in this room. I even suggested you take care of it, but you indicated you were busy with the data retrieval. I took matters into my own hands. Regardless, I couldn’t have warned you.”

“What do you mean?”

Lemur frowned, his usual emotionless expression giving a rare hint to his mood. “I … have a certain kind of training, Lucky. You’ve heard of compartmentalization?” When Juliet nodded, he continued, “I’ve taken that to a bit of an extreme. You see, when you want to surprise someone, take them unawares, it’s rather easier to do if you, yourself, are surprised by your actions. Certain parts of my consciousness aren’t aware of what other parts are planning.” He nodded his head at the dead men. “This took me by surprise as well.”

Juliet stared at him, unsure if he was messing with her, bullshitting her, or telling her the truth. Was that really possible? “Well, tell your other half that he’s a sloppy asshole. Couldn’t we have subdued them? We talked about keeping the body count down! You specifically asked if I wanted your cover dead or not!” Juliet held her sleeve to her nose, bile rising in her throat at the horrible stenches filling the small, sealed room.

Lemur wrinkled his nose. “A pity, that stench. It seems Albert, here, hadn’t been to the toilet in a while. Anyhow, there was no way any fast-acting sedatives would make it through their screening. I thought it was clear we’d need to eliminate some of the security personnel in the villa. My apologies if you thought otherwise.”

“Kind of put a time limit on our activities.”

“Oh, yes, I suppose. Nevertheless, I have the root password now, and we can arm ourselves with these pistols.” He gestured to the guns on the belts of his victims. “We can control the security apparatus from here, and we have the element of surprise. I’d say things are looking up.”

“I already gained access to the cameras. I have eyes on Honey and Lilia.” Juliet turned away as she spoke, trying to move past the topic of Lemur’s joyful embrace of the murders.

“Oh?” Lemur frowned. “So, we’re dropping our role-play?”

“Are you kidding me?” Juliet looked at him like he’d gone mad. “Were you listening just now? We just had a conversation about your murder of the security personnel! I’d say you burned that bridge when you did that!” Juliet gestured to the bloody corpses. “Get their PAIs out. We need to disable them before you turn off your jammer.”

“Naturally.” Lemur tilted the nearest dead security officer’s head forward and dug around at his data port. “I was making a joke, by the way. People don’t always understand my humor. I know our role-play time is past.”

Juliet turned away, her stomach still churning. She really hadn’t wanted to kill those men. She silently determined that this would be the last time she’d work with the weird, unassuming man. Remembering his veiled threats about what would happen if she double-crossed him, a chill ran down her spine as she thought about him slipping up behind her with a vibroblade, unnoticed because he was so damn forgettable. Was part of him planning to kill her while the one she spoke to didn’t even know? It made her wonder if her ability to spy on his thoughts was even worth anything. “Angel, can you determine where those rooms are? The ones where Honey’s being held?”

“Yes. I’m putting together a map. Also, once Lemur disables his jammer, I’ll be able to give myself wireless access to the camera system.”

“A pity they didn’t have suppressors on these,” Lemur said. Juliet turned to see him wiping down his hands, her knife, and the pistols he’d removed from the dead men with disposable sanitary wipes.

“Did you pack those wipes?”

“Sure. They were in the tool kit—nothing odd about that. Security technicians might need to clean something, after all.” He walked over to Juliet and held out her knife and one of the pistols, still in its holster. “Just as they might need to cut something. I don’t believe either of the men’s belts will fit you. Just use the oversize pockets on that jumper.”

“Yeah.” Juliet glowered. She couldn’t pretend to be happy with the assassin; she’d decided that’s what he was. In retrospect, his SOA card made more sense that way.

She took the gun, a compact nine-millimeter with a logo engraved on the barrel that read “Georgia Arms”. She racked the slide, made sure a round was in the chamber, then pulled the mag and ensured it was fully loaded. “Pretty simple guns for security personnel. They weren’t exactly wired up, either. I don’t see a single augment.”

“No, these men earned their bits behind terminal screens. The real danger will come from those others who patrol the estate. The men at the gate were quite lethally augmented, for instance. No insult intended, but I’m going to log in with that admin password and see if I can’t set up a communication lockdown. Something I can trigger remotely if we’re discovered with your friends before we leave. No sense letting the security call for backup.” He began tapping at the air above his deck, working with a virtual UI. Juliet took a step back, leaning against the counter and trying not to look at the two corpses; trying to keep from breathing too deeply.

“God,” she subvocalized. “I’ve seen people die before. I’ve done plenty of killing, sad as it is to say that, but this is just gross on another level. Is it the small space?”

“Perhaps. It might be the casual ease with which Lemur slaughtered those two men. You’re not used to people like him. You’ve certainly worked with killers, but there’s something different about this man.”

“Agreed.”

“I’ve made a map leading to the locked rooms where Honey is being held. There are several security officers between here and there, and you’ll need to access a secure elevator. Additionally, I noted several personnel down there dressed in lab coats and medical attire. I see a cafeteria-type room, an artificial garden, and another elevator leading up to a secure tunnel. The tunnel only has two cameras—one at this end and one at the other—so I’m not sure how long it is. An elevator leads up from that tunnel, though, and it seems to be the entrance and exit the medical personnel use.”

“There’s another entrance to this place. It’s underground.”

“Ah. Makes sense.” Lemur shrugged.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, the villa is a front. Nobody lives in it. Levkin must bring his scientists and doctors in through another location. Something like a clinic or lab.” He tapped his deck and shoved it back behind the server. “Okay, I’ve got this deck set to shut down comms for this entire location on my command. I’ll lock down this room when we head out with the cases. It might buy us a few minutes. Do you know how to get to the location where you saw your friend?”

“Yeah, but it’s not going to be smooth sailing.”

“No, I imagine not.” Juliet was trying to think of a witty response when he started pulling tools, boxes, and electrical components out of the rolling tool cases. He tossed the objects on the industrial carpeting, heedless of the mess he was making. “Start on the other one, please. We’ll need them empty to accommodate our rescuees.”

“Oh, right.” Juliet sighed and got to work, emptying out the other case. When they were done, the room looked like a disaster had struck it; the two corpses, the blood sprays, and the scattering of tools and components had made the once tidy space into a horror scene.

“You can see the cameras?” Lemur asked her.

“Yes.”

“Is the hallway clear?”

“Hang on, let me talk to my PAI,” Juliet said, then to Angel, “Can you try to guide me and time things so we avoid the patrolling security personnel?”

“Yes, I was planning on it. Tell Lemur that you both should exit in precisely twenty-seven seconds.”

“Twenty-seven seconds.” Juliet gestured to the door and moved to her rolling cart, getting ready. Lemur nodded and gestured into the air before his face. A moment later, Angel removed the icon from her AUI that indicated a jammer was active. Lemur stepped up to the door and tapped in a code, then held up his hand and counted down from five with his fingers. When he tucked his thumb in, the door whooshed open, and he pushed his cart through. Juliet followed.

Lemur had paused near the right-hand wall, gesturing for her to lead the way. Juliet trundled her case past him, following the dotted line on the mini-map Angel had made for her. She subvocalized into the team channel Lemur had set up earlier, “You have codes for every door? How about elevators?”

“I added myself to the system for biometric door locks, but I had to use the same template as the men we killed. If they don’t have access, neither will I.”

“We killed?”

“Trust me, Mr. Levkin will consider us a team for all endeavors here, violent and not.”

“Yeah.” Juliet couldn’t banish the scowl creasing her brows, and she was glad Lemur couldn’t see her face.

When she came to the corner of another hallway running perpendicular to the one she and Lemur were traversing, Angel said, “Pause here for ten seconds and then turn left.” Helpfully, she put a big countdown in the upper left-hand corner of her AUI. Juliet started forward again when the timer read zero, hearing Lemur following her. Their carts made plenty of noise as they rolled over the grout lines in the ceramic tile, making her wince every time she thought about it. Even so, no one challenged them as they proceeded past a small library with mostly empty bookshelves, a laundry—pristine in its disuse—and a branching corridor and stair leading up to the second floor.

“Juliet, the elevator you need to access is at the end of the right-hand T-junction ahead. Unfortunately, there is a security officer stationed there. I don’t see how you can avoid him.”

“The elevator we need is up ahead to the right, but a guard is there.” Juliet looked over her shoulder to see Lemur’s reaction. He nodded, smiling pleasantly at her.

“When you roll your cart toward him, act like you’re lost. Let me do the talking. Try to flank him, or better yet, get behind him. I hope you aren’t going to act the pacifist again.”

“What?” Juliet hissed, then switched to subvocalizations again. “I’m not a pacifist, but I don’t think a trail of bodies is going to help our cause!”

“Yes.” He nodded, still smiling that creepy out-of-place smile you might expect from a coworker offering you a cup of coffee. Juliet turned and rolled her cart toward the junction. When she turned right, she saw, not ten meters ahead, the stainless-steel elevator door and a gray-suited man standing before it. He held an SMG not unlike her MP5, though sleeker, with a narrower, longer barrel complete with a cylindrical suppressor. She caught herself wondering what brand it was, what caliber, and whether it had much recoil.

He lifted the gun and leveled it at Juliet. “Wrong way,” he growled.

“Oh? Um, excuse me, sir. We’re looking for …”

“We’re looking for the secondary server closet. Albert told us it was down this way.” Lemur stepped forward, leaving his cart behind.

The guard, still five meters or so away, shifted his barrel toward Lemur. “You got your directions wrong. This elevator is off-limits.”

“Please don’t shoot us, sir. We’re here on legitimate business. Can you contact Albert? He seemed quite sure we needed to go down a level and directed us to this elevator.”

“Bullshit,” the guard replied, but his eyes—bright yellow-green implants that gleamed with backlit irises—shifted slightly as he studied something on his AUI. Lemur turned to get Juliet’s attention and winked at her. She had no idea what the wink meant, but she started to sweat again. “Goddammit,” the guard said. “He wants me to show you where the second-floor service elevator is. Second floor. Get it, pal? Not the basement. Jesus Christ.” He started toward them, lowering the barrel of his gun. When he got to Juliet’s cart, stepping around it, Lemur turned and moved back toward the junction.

“I hope you know how to use that blade,” Lemur subvocalized into their comms the moment his back was turned.

“Follow me,” the guard ordered as he brushed past Juliet.

“Just a sec,” Lemur said, falling to all fours and peering at the front right caster on his tool cart. “This thing’s not turning.”

“Oh, goddammit!” the security officer groaned. “I’m gonna show you where to go, and you can fix it la—” His words were cut off as Juliet smashed her cybernetic fist into the back of his neck, her big middle knuckle impacting his data port with perfect precision. He fell to the ground, twitching, his hands grasping at the air in a weird series of misfiring neurons. She’d broken his PAI chip, his data port, or both. His eyes rolled wildly in their sockets for a few seconds, then he lay still, twitching every couple of seconds, but out of commission.

“Creative,” Lemur said, looking at the unconscious but very much alive security officer. “I suppose that does the job and”—he turned to smile brightly at Juliet—“no mess left behind! Quick, help me stuff him into my case.”

“How’d you get him to walk away? I mean, to show us the stairs.”

“Oh, well, when you have root access, it’s easy to spoof a message on the network. Our friend Albert sent him a note from the grave, as it were.” Juliet hated how Lemur was so flippant about the man he’d murdered. It would be one thing if he’d been some kind of one-dimensional villain, or at least had come off that way, but the guy had offered them coffee.

Scowling at the thought, she grabbed the guard’s feet and helped Lemur tuck him into a fetal position inside his tool case. He thrashed a little but settled as they stopped moving him. Juliet had no idea if she’d permanently damaged him with the destruction of the PAI chip, but she figured he had a better chance at recovery than if she’d used her vibroblade.

“We can dump him in the cell where they’re holding Honey,” Juliet said, stooping to pick up the guard’s SMG. It was heavier than her MP5, but she liked the weight of it.

“That’s the plan.” Lemur winked at her and started pushing the cart toward the elevator. Juliet followed with hers, waiting behind him as he bent to the control panel, pressing his hand to it and tapping the screen.

“I’ll need to break the encryption on that gun before you can use it,” Angel spoke up. “It has a biometric lock on the grip, and the wireless port is locked and encrypted.”

“How long will that take?”

“Potentially several minutes, and you’ll have to plug your cable in.”

Juliet was thinking about pulling her cable out and letting Angel work on the gun when Lemur turned back to her. “Hmm. Seems the clearance I was able to appropriate isn’t sufficient to call this elevator. Any ideas?”

“Let me see.” Juliet pulled her data cable out of the housing in her arm and, brushing past him, plugged it into the data terminal. “Angel?”

“This security panel is well updated. Unfortunately for the owner of this residence, I’ve been working on gaining further access to their server and have decoded the biometric data of all the security personnel. I’m mapping the chief of security’s print to your cybernetic palm. Additionally, the camera observing this door has recorded people entering a passcode on several occasions. I’m glad you plugged me in, though.” When Angel said the last, her voice lowered, whispering as though other people might hear her, which Juliet knew was impossible.

“Why are you whispering?” she subvocalized.

“Oh,” Angel replied, her voice still hushed. “I felt like I should—Lemur makes me nervous. Tell him you opened the door panel because of a known exploit to its firmware. I don’t think you should let on how much of the closed network I’ve managed to breach. Your palm print should be ready. Type in the code 0167993.”

“They were sloppy with their firmware updates.” Juliet slapped her palm to the panel, and when it flashed green, she typed in the code Angel had given her. The stainless doors slid open noiselessly.

“Nice work.” Lemur trundled his cart into the open elevator. Juliet pushed hers in behind him, and he pressed the down button.

“There is a woman in a lab coat in the hallway outside the elevator, and a man dressed in gray, similar to the security personnel we’ve seen, is walking this way from around the corner.”

“There are people out there,” Juliet warned.

Lemur nodded and reached for the panel, but he frowned. “Only two buttons. Up and down.” He pressed the up arrow rapidly, but it didn’t help—the doors started to slide open. Juliet quickly moved the SMG she had atop her cart, tucking it down in front of herself. A young woman with curly red hair and pretty baby-blue glasses with wide, decorative frames paused midstride outside the elevator, looking up from a datapad she’d been studying.

“Oh, hello. Maintenance?” she asked, looking at the big tool carts they were pushing.

“That’s right, ma’am. Just a few upgrades to the infrastructure down here.” Lemur smiled pleasantly and began pushing his cart forward, crowding the woman so that she continued past the elevator door.

“Upgrades?” She slowed and began to turn, and then Lemur drew his gun from the big pocket on his overalls and smoothly lifted it toward her. Juliet was sure he was going to shoot her, to blow her brains out all over that pristine white hallway, but something happened that she couldn’t quite wrap her head around. As he lifted the gun and the tendons in his wrist began to tighten, his hand fell, still gripping the weapon, to clatter and bounce on the floor, leaving a red smudge.

Juliet’s eyes bugged out, the woman yelped, darting backward, and Lemur’s mouth opened almost comically as he turned his stump, only now starting to ooze blood, toward himself. “What the devil?” He seemed more confused than hurt or alarmed. Juliet couldn’t blame him. She was still in the elevator and could only see Lemur, his cart, and the horrified woman, but Lemur’s eyes focused on something else, something or someone to Juliet’s left, just outside her field of view. “A monobl—” he started, but then the light or a shadow flickered, and he grew quiet.

“Juliet, the security officer I saw is standing in the hallway. I think the camera is glitching—I’m not tracking all of his movements.” Angel’s words came to her as Lemur took a halting, jerky step backward then collapsed like a felled tree straight back. When he hit the white tiles, his head rolled away from his body. Juliet was trying to make sense of the sudden turn of events when the door began to close.

“Holy shit,” was the only thing her stunned brain could formulate for her vocal cords. She stood, dumbstruck, watching the doors close, blocking off her view of Lemur’s rolling head. She managed to get over her shock enough to be glad the elevator was closing; enough for her mind to start racing, trying to formulate a plan of action. What would she do? Run for it? Try to ambush whoever had killed Lemur? She couldn’t abandon Honey, could she? Not when she’d gotten so close …

“Shit,” she said again as her spiraling thoughts were brought to a screeching halt. A black-gloved hand had inserted itself into the crack between the two doors, halting their movement as the sensors recognized the obstruction. They paused for a fraction of a second and then began to open again.
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OVERDRIVE

Still reeling from the sudden turn of events, Juliet staggered back against the elevator wall, digging her plasteel hand into the big pocket of her overalls, fumbling for the handle of the pistol Lemur had given her. The damn thing was upside down, having turned in the voluminous pouch. While part of her fumbled, part of her railed at herself for being caught so off guard. Somehow, she’d built Lemur up into a bogeyman in her mind, and the idea that he’d been so suddenly … dispatched had thrown her for a loop. She kept her eyes glued to the opening elevator door, watching as the man who’d killed Lemur was revealed while she desperately pawed at the gun, clumsily rotating it to grasp the grip properly.

The security officer who stood in the elevator doorway looked much like the others she’d seen. Maybe his suit was cut a little better, tailored more expertly, and made of better material. She wasn’t an expert on men’s suits, but it looked good. He wore the gray suit jacket open and had a white dress shirt beneath, buttoned to the top, but no tie. He was average height, had short dark hair, chromed eyes with red LED irises, and tattoos that stretched from his shirt collar to his jaw onto his clean-shaven face. They were colorful—blue, red, black, and green tattoos depicting all sorts of things, from Japanese kanji to a beautiful woman’s face to teardrops at the corner of his left eye.

Only his left hand was gloved. The other held the handle of a long, straight sword with a single-edged blade. It was slender and lethal looking, the shiny metallic surface glimmering with hypnotic red-patterned light that limned the edge in thousands of tiny red starbursts. When he locked eyes with her, Juliet let go of the gun; something told her she would suffer Lemur’s fate if she tried to lift it to fire. Angel helped to solidify that viewpoint when she said, “That’s a monofilament blade, Juliet. A holographic projector mounted in the hilt creates the lighting effect, tracing the edge because it’s too fine to see. His body temperature is elevated; I believe he’s heavily augmented.”

“Come out,” he growled, touching something outside the elevator, apparently locking the door open.

Juliet lifted her hands, holding them open, palms out. Despite her desire to flee, she knew there was nowhere she could go. The man backed up a step, and Juliet crossed the threshold, walking out of the elevator. He turned over his shoulder and barked, “Back up. Be still!”

Juliet stepped over Lemur’s feet, glancing left and right. The corridor continued in both directions for about five meters before ending in corners. The woman—sobbing, face tear-streaked, glasses clutched in one hand—was on the ground, scooting away from Lemur’s corpse and the deadly sword-wielding man.

“I don’t think—” Juliet started, not really sure what she was going to say, but he cut her off.

“I’ll have your words, but they’ll be the truth.” With a flourish, he nimbly lifted his sword and sheathed it, sliding it home in a plain black scabbard that hung on his left hip. Then, faster than Juliet could register, he stepped forward and slapped her so hard that her ears rang. She stumbled over Lemur’s corpse, crashing into the plain, white-painted concrete wall. The blow had stung, had rattled her, but it hadn’t really hurt. He wasn’t trying to beat her up or kill her; he was trying to punish and humiliate her.

“I couldn’t even see it—” she started to subvocalize as she steadied herself against the wall, trying to straighten up. However, she didn’t finish the thought because the tattooed man darted forward and smashed a fist into her kidney. That time, it hurt. It hurt so badly that Juliet cried out and fell back on her butt, her hands sprawling out to catch her and slipping in the pool of Lemur’s blood. As pain radiated through her side, she tried to catch the wind that had been knocked out of her, gasping as unwanted tears began to fill her eyes.

The man stood there, looming over her in the hallway, and Juliet lashed out with her foot, trying to remember what she’d learned about fighting from the ground when knocked down. She was sure she was about to kick him in the knee with the sole of her boot, hopefully breaking it but at least hurting him badly. Her foot touched nothing but air, though, and then he was behind her, grabbing her hair and dragging her back through the blood.

“Juliet, he’s augmented for speed. He’s as fast as Jensen.”

“Jesus,” Juliet gasped, unable to subvocalize in her pain and distress. “He was this fast?”

“He is this fast!” the man growled, clearly misunderstanding her.

“I can’t even see him move.”

“The whole level is jammed. Who are you trying to talk to?” he asked, and then, when Juliet kept struggling, kept pulling away, trying to get her hair out of his hands, he threw her, using her braids as handles. She cried out, sure he’d ripped some of the strands loose, thankful her scalp was synthetic and that the pain-sensing nerves were dulled.

As she tumbled over the hard tiled floor, Angel spoke to her. “You can see him move! Your eyes are fast enough. It’s your brain—you aren’t wired for speed the way he is. He has processors and synthetic synapses augmenting him. I can do it, Juliet, but you have to give me permission. My synth-nerves are entwined with yours. Let me help you process his movements.”

“Do it.” Juliet wiped her face with her sleeve as she struggled to her hands and knees. At some point, she’d started bleeding from her forehead. Had she cracked it on the wall? The floor? The man was still standing by Lemur’s corpse. Staring at her, a one-sided grin turned up a corner of his thin, severe lips.

“Do it? I’m not ready to kill you yet. We’ll have some fun. You’ll spill your life story; then, maybe I’ll ‘do it.’”

Juliet reached into her pocket and found the gun had fallen out while she’d tumbled around, but her fingers touched her knife. She started to pull it out, and then the world slowed down. She saw the man dart toward her, running at what seemed like a normal speed, lifting his fist. She jerked her arm up, but it moved impossibly slowly, like she was caught in a nightmare where her body moved in slow motion. She’d barely cleared her fist of the pocket’s fabric when his fist impacted her stomach, driving into her before she could even reflexively tighten her abdominal muscles.

Juliet cried out, her breath exploding behind the vocalization, and staggered back and to the side, barely catching a shoulder on the wall to keep herself from collapsing to the floor again. She leaned against the cold concrete, mouth open, trying to breathe but unable to get her lungs to respond. “Standby,” Angel said. “Directing your nanites to deliver oxygen to your brain. Don’t panic, Juliet! You have plenty of oxygen. Stop thinking about breathing! Use the distraction to set up an attack. You’re too slow to hit him, but I can overdrive your cybernetic arm for one shot! One stab! Get ready!”

Juliet continued to lean there, mouth agape, stomach convulsing, trying to take a breath. She told herself her diaphragm was spasming; it would recover. She told herself she had enough oxygen for her body to operate for minutes and, with her nanites, for her brain to last an hour. She told herself those things, but her body still wanted to gasp. She still wanted to panic and run. With an effort of will, she clamped down on that panic and watched him approach. She leaned against the wall with her arm hanging behind her leg, the vibroblade clenched in the metallic fist.

The tattooed man reached down with his ungloved hand and roughly rubbed his thumb along her cheek, wiping at the tears streaming out of her watering eyes. “Bit off more than you could chew, hmm?” His tone was mockingly sweet, but even then, it had a hard edge to it. He stood over her, one hand resting on the wall so his gray jacket hung open. While Juliet continued to gasp, she looked up at him and saw a neon yellow bull’s-eye on his white dress shirt, about ten centimeters down from his armpit.

Trusting Angel to be ready, Juliet touched the button on her hidden knife, turning the vibroblade on. Her heart burst into motion, her muscles clenched, and her pupils dilated—Angel had dumped adrenaline into her blood. Juliet twisted at the hips and swung her cybernetic arm as hard as she could, driving the point of that buzzing instrument of death right toward Angel’s bull’s-eye. He felt or saw her move and, with the speed of a hummingbird, the deadly swordsman started to pull away, but then, Angel dumped her arm’s battery, frying the electronics and sending it into an explosion of movement far beyond its factory specifications.

It was like the arm had been strapped to a rocket. Her wrist and elbow snapped into a driving lance, and with the vibroblade leading the way, she drove it into her assailant’s chest cavity. The blade surely pierced his heart, but her fist followed, shattering ribs and pulverizing a lung on its way. For a moment, Juliet felt blinding agony in her shoulder and upper back, but Angel must have had the nanites ready—they blocked the pain almost immediately. She stood there, heaving, finally able to breathe, leaning over his fast-cooling corpse.

Juliet’s eyes saw pinpricks in a red tunnel, and she could hear her heart pounding like a hammer drum in her ears. Gasping, choking on her huge, welcome inhalations, she tried to pull her arm back. It was wedged in the man’s ribs. Juliet had to use a boot to hold his body down while she wrenched her arm to pull it out. Her gore-covered fist still clenched her vibroblade, and Juliet couldn’t make it let go. She couldn’t make her arm do anything—it was fried. Thanks to her nanites and Angel’s swift management of them, she was able to function, and she had to use that advantage. She had to move.

Juliet looked up the hallway, saw the pretty woman in the lab coat scrabbling to get up, and said, “Stay put. I don’t want to have to hurt you.” Juliet stumbled toward her gun, then glanced down at the corpse before her. She’d never seen a monoblade in person, but she knew they were rare. She knew they were incredibly expensive.

She took a few seconds and awkwardly worked to unfasten his belt and slide the scabbard off. Holding it in her working left hand, she stalked toward the elevator. Smeared in blood, smoke drifting up from her burnt-out arm, she glowered at the woman still sitting on the floor. “Get up.”

“Please. I don’t have anything—”

“I won’t hurt you if you do what I ask. I’m not like him.” She gestured to Lemur. Then her eyes fell on the tattooed man. “Them.” As the woman, wiping at her face, clambered to her feet, Juliet glanced at the stuck-open elevator. “Can that be overridden from upstairs? The lock this guy put on it?”

“No, it’s a physical lock. See his key in the panel?”

Juliet looked, and sure enough, a small chrome key protruded from the top of the control panel. “Are there more like him down here?”

“He’s the only security officer allowed on this level. He lives here.”

“You’re going to need her,” Angel spoke up. “The man wasn’t lying. I’ve lost my wireless connection to the network. I can’t see the cameras any longer. Should we flee, Juliet? Should we go up the elevator and get out of here?”

Juliet didn’t answer immediately. She wanted to think first, so she said, “Well, come on. Take me to where you’re holding the young woman and little girl. You know who I mean?”

“Yes. There’s only one little girl here. We don’t hurt them! I’m just a researcher. I didn’t have anything to do with—”

“Quiet. I already told you I’m not going to hurt you.” Juliet looked around, frowning. She squatted to get her pistol, then, tucking it into her pocket, she reached up, sword still in her hand, and awkwardly pulled at the zipper of her jumper. When she’d gotten it halfway down, she slipped the sheath inside, down her side, so the tight material held it in place. That done, she took the pistol out of her pocket. “Okay, let’s go.” She gestured with the gun. “Please don’t try anything dumb. Don’t raise any alarms or cry out. I really don’t want to kill a bunch of scientists.”

“Are you sure you shouldn’t flee, Juliet?” Angel pressed, clearly not happy about being ignored.

“Yeah, Angel. We can’t leave Honey here. Not now. Not when we’re this close, and I almost died to get to this point. Besides, we can’t go out that way. I’m clearly beat to hell, and Lemur’s dead. How will the gate guards respond to me trying to drive out like this? They’ll capture or kill me.”

“I see your point.”

As they walked, the woman a pace before her, Juliet looked down at her arm and almost chuckled at the black scorch marks all over the red casing. The part that almost made her laugh was the death grip her fist still had on the vibrating knife. She supposed it would be good for intimidation; not everyone knew she couldn’t so much as twitch the appendage. “How am I looking?” she subvocalized.

“You have extensive muscle and tendon tearing in your shoulder. You’re going to need surgery.”

“Oh my God.” Juliet snorted.

“What?” the woman asked tremulously.

“Not you. My PAI just made the understatement of the year, and it made me laugh.”

“Please don’t joke about me with strangers!” Angel cried, a definite edge to her tone.

Juliet switched to subvocalizations. “I’m sorry, Angel. I’m sorry. I know you’re tense because you were worried about me. I’m just trying to keep from losing it. I was so scared!” She paused, gathering her thoughts, then added, “Thank you so much for helping me. Once again, I’d be dead if not for you.”

“I’m glad you’re alive. We need to get you to safety.” Her voice was softer this time, and Juliet wished she could take her hand.

“I know.” Juliet spoke aloud, and when the woman turned toward her, eyes wide with fear, she asked, “What’s your name?”

“Paula.” Her voice was small, scared. Juliet felt sorry for her.

“Is there any way you can get me there without us running into anyone? Listen, Paula, I’m trying to save my friend. The guy who owns this place is not a good person. I just want to get them and get out of here.”

“I can try, but there are seven people working this morning.” She frowned and corrected herself. “Six. Please don’t shoot if we run into someone. Let me talk to them.”

“Okay.” Juliet wondered at the numbness she felt all over her body. Was it the nanites? Had she been hurt so much that they were blocking pain signals all over the place? Was it the—probably near lethal—dump of hormones Angel had given her so she’d have a chance to hit that hot-wired tattooed guy? She kept seeing her vision darkening on the edges then brightening, and knew Angel was working to manipulate her blood pressure, trying to keep her standing. “How bad is it?” she subvocalized, deciding to press for more details this time.

“You have some organ damage, some internal bleeding, and are in need of electrolyte and plasma infusions. The nanites are working hard to seal things up, but they’re chewing through your body’s resources. We’ll keep you going, Juliet, but you’ll need serious bed rest.”

“The holding rooms are around the corner,” Paula said. “I hear people talking, so—”

“They’re just researchers?” Juliet interrupted.

“Yes. Rutger was the only security down here …”

“Okay, let’s go. Just stay calm.” She motioned forward, and Paula continued, head down, hands clasped before her. When Juliet rounded the corner, she saw a familiar corridor: the same one she’d seen in her camera feed. It ended in a series of stainless security doors, two on each side, and at the far end, a watch station where a woman dressed like Paula sat leaning back in her chair, speaking with a young man wearing pale blue scrubs.

As Paula approached them, the man looked up. “Hey, Paula. Who’s this?”

“Nothing to worry about,” Paula replied, her voice shaking. Then Juliet stepped out from behind her and leveled her gun at the two behind the desk.

“Stay calm. I’m not here to hurt anyone.” Juliet tried hard to keep her voice steady.

The woman jerked upright and almost fell out of her chair as it rolled on the hard floor with her sudden movement. She reached toward her desk, and Juliet barked, “Stop! Keep your hands up! I’m not here to hurt you, but I will if you try to raise an alarm.” She jerked sideways a couple of times. “Come here. Stand in the hallway near Paula.”

“Easy, lady,” the man said, cautiously stepping away from the desk, hands up.

“Don’t easy lady me, buddy,” Juliet growled. “I just had a run-in with your security guy, Rutger, and I’m in no mood for nonsense. Come on!” she yelled at the woman behind the desk, still dawdling in her chair.

The woman jumped up and started forward, hands up. The man spoke again. “You look bad, miss. Should we see to those cuts? You’re covered in blood.”

“It’s not all mine. Just hurry up. Tell ’em what room to open, Paula.”

“It’s the girl. Lilia. They … she’s here for Lilia.”

“You won’t hurt her, will you?” the woman from the desk asked, panic in her voice.

Juliet’s patience had fled her, and she looked at her with an utter lack of belief. “Are you kidding me? I’m here to rescue her, you idiot!”

“But her father owns this facility.” When Juliet jerked the gun at him, the man raised his hands higher and started toward the second door on the right side of the corridor. “I’m going. I’m going.”

“He lied to you if Levkin told you that. He’s not her father.”

“That’s what the nanny said.” Paula sounded as though she’d somehow joined Juliet’s side.

“Au pair,” the other woman corrected inanely.

“Just open the door!” Juliet growled.

“Right.” The man touched his palm to the panel, input a code, and the door clicked open. “Honey? Lilia? Someone’s here to see you. Stay calm, please.”

“Get back!” Juliet yelled, giving Paula a shove with the gun barrel, pushing her toward the other two. “Line up on the wall. Hands where I can see them!” She raised her voice even louder. “Honey? Come out. It’s me! Don’t say my name.”

A moment later, a curly black-haired head peered cautiously out the door, and Juliet saw familiar, almond-shaped brown eyes as Honey scanned the hallway. She gazed over the three research types, then turned down the hallway until her eyes fell on Juliet, widening further. Before Juliet could utter some encouraging words or try to reassure her that it was safe, Honey burst through the door and charged over the five meters separating them, smashing into Juliet and gripping her in a tight, fierce hug. “Oh, God! I can’t believe you got my message. I can’t believe you found us!”

“Watch the knife, Honey. I can’t move my arm.” Juliet almost sobbed with relief as she felt Honey’s arms squeezing her tight. She tucked her chin against her shoulder, unable to return the embrace—she still had her pistol trained on the three medical personnel. “I’m so glad to see you,” she murmured, then, “I’m afraid we’re in trouble, though.”


45

[image: ]

RUN

We’re in trouble?” Honey laughed, releasing her hug and grasping the sides of Juliet’s face, looking her in the eyes. Honey’s eyes were streaming with tears, and her smile was such that Juliet couldn’t help returning it. “Of course we are! Don’t worry, you sweet, wonderful, badass of a woman. God, I can’t believe you’re here! What do we need to do?”

“Get the girl. Oh, here, use this sword.” Juliet nodded to the black-wrapped hilt and scabbard protruding from her overalls.

Honey reached for the hilt, her eyes widening. “Oh my God! I recognize this! It’s Rutger’s monoblade, that creepy asshole! Is he the one who did this to you?” Honey gestured to Juliet’s blood-soaked outfit and bloodied, bruised face.

“Yes. Be careful, Honey.” Juliet watched her friend pull the scabbard back, exposing the metal and examining the blade with its dancing red lights.

“I will. Here.” Honey reached forward and tugged Juliet’s zipper up, then she reached down and gently lifted Juliet’s red plasteel arm. “Damn, girl! When did you get the hardware?” Her arm wouldn’t bend at the elbow, so she had to lift it at the shoulder.

Juliet couldn’t feel it directly, but some twinges in her back made her wince. “Ah!” she hissed, imagining pain where she couldn’t feel it. “Careful, please. I wrecked my shoulder fighting that guy.”

“I’ll be gentle. Just want to get this buzzing knife out of your hand. Seriously, though. When did you lose the arm?”

“Last job. The long one, you know.” Juliet didn’t want to say any names in front of the three witnesses or the cameras now that Angel was blocked out of the network. She wasn’t worried about her face; Angel was surely still scrambling it, but words were another matter.

“Right.” Honey nodded and carefully pried Juliet’s thumb back, then her pointer finger, before grasping the knife’s handle and lifting it out. She clicked it off and slipped it into Juliet’s pocket.

“Thanks.” Juliet smiled as Honey gently lowered the dead limb.

“Of course.” Honey turned and, glaring at the three people still standing along the wall, growled, “Paula, Scott, Adrianna! Get in here.” Juliet walked forward and watched as Honey pointed at the empty bed in the room. “Sit down.” As they all hurried to comply, she approached the other bed where the little girl sat, looking much the same as Juliet had seen her in the video feed. Shouldn’t she be up, sneaking peeks through the door, wondering what was happening?

“Come on, sweetie,” Honey said, holding out a hand.

“Okay.” The girl’s voice was clear and high; sweet sounding, really. She took Honey’s hand and followed her to the door.

“I didn’t know!” Paula cried as Honey walked out of the room.

Honey looked at her, at all three of them, for a long, measured second. “I know you didn’t. Rutger told me he’d kill anyone I talked to about how we were taken.” As they stared at her, mouths agape, she turned to Juliet and asked, “Can you lock this?”

“Yeah. Press my palm to it, the cybernetic one.”

“I’d say we should yank their PAIs, but this whole level’s jammed, and there’s no terminal or anything in there. The creep who took us is very paranoid.” Honey pointed at the three scientists or nurses or doctors or whatever they were. Squints, she decided. They were squints. A sad sort of smile touched her lips as she remembered Charlie Unit.

“Paranoid,” the little girl echoed.

“She’s adorable,” Angel said, and Juliet, jerked out of her melancholy reverie, smiled at the girl, watching her big pale blue eyes observe as Honey lifted her hand and pressed it against the datapad. When it beeped and the door slid shut, Honey carefully lowered Juliet’s arm again.

“I don’t know how you got past Rutger, but you sure did a number on that arm. It’s all scorched—I can still smell the burnt plastic.”

“It’s a total loss, I’m afraid. I couldn’t touch that guy, so my PAI dumped the batteries and overcharged it for one shot. I got him.” She saw Honey’s concern and added, “Don’t worry. I already ordered a better one. Come on; we can’t linger here. The elevator is locked, but I won’t be surprised if the security up top has figured out we’re down here.”

“We?”

“My partner. He’s dead. We need to make our way to the elevator these squints use.” Juliet jerked her head at the locked door. “My exit plan is blown.”

“They took my PAI, so we’ll have to talk quietly. I hope we don’t run into any more researchers. I’ll take the lead. Lilia, you have to hold on to this nice lady’s hand, okay? Just grab hold of her fingers there. Follow me closely, and don’t let go, okay?” Honey guided the little girl’s hand to Juliet’s fried cybernetic one, and the girl gripped her pointer finger, wrinkling her nose. She looked up at Juliet and stared at her for a second. Juliet smiled at her, trying to be reassuring, but the girl looked away, eyes straight ahead, walking calmly beside her as they followed Honey down the corridor.

“Is there anything I should know about her?” Juliet asked, her voice hushed.

“A lot, but too much to explain right now. Just know that she’s not a normal little girl. She’s not going to freak out or anything. She listens to me and only me. I can explain that later, too.” Juliet looked down at the little girl again, wishing she could wiggle her finger or squeeze her hand, wishing she could at least feel her grasp.

“Do you know the way to the other elevator?” Juliet asked. So far, Honey had only turned once and seemed to have a destination in mind.

“Not exactly, but I know where all these corridors go. They walk us to eat in a kitchen, to a little playroom, to a garden area, and to various exam rooms. There’s one corridor with an orderly on duty all the time, and we never go that way. I’m headed there.”

“I mean, I have a map …”

“Well, if I go the wrong way, say something.” Honey chuckled. They were hurrying—Honey and Lilia quiet in their slippered feet, Juliet trying not to stomp her boots—but even so, it startled her when they rounded a corner and a burly man in gray scrubs looked up from a little desk. Honey, smooth as silk, graceful as a cat, ripped the monoblade from its sheath and darted forward, halting it about five centimeters from his neck. He hadn’t even lifted his hands yet.

“Easy,” he cried, trying to lean away from the sword.

“I don’t want to hurt you, but you recognize this sword, yeah? Rutger liked showing it off, didn’t he? We’re leaving, and I can’t have you hanging around to try to stop us.”

“I won’t! I won’t! Look, I have shrink-ties in this desk. Just tie me up, leave me on the ground here; you know wireless won’t work down here.”

“That’s fine,” Juliet said; she’d seen plenty of blood. “I’m covering him. Go ahead.” She watched, pistol held close but aimed at the orderly, while Honey rifled through his desk, collecting a plastic bag of shrink-ties. She made the man lay down, face-first, and then bound his wrists and ankles, but first, she searched his pockets and retrieved a small knife attached to a set of keys.

“Those are for my storage units! I have a side business—”

“Quiet. I’ll leave ’em somewhere where someone will find them.” With that, Honey gestured for Juliet to follow her, and they hurried down the corridor to another T-junction. Honey stopped to look back at Juliet.

“Left,” Juliet indicated, looking at her map. “We’re almost there. One more turn to the right about twenty meters ahead. Is it normal for so few people to be around?”

“Yeah. We usually only see one or two people a day.”

“What were they doing with you?” Juliet knew Honey had said they’d talk later, but she couldn’t help the question.

“Watching her.” Honey jerked a thumb at Lilia. “Studying her. Waiting.”

“For what?”

“I’ll explain later, Ju—” She cut herself off, remembering Juliet’s admonition about using her name.

“It’s fine,” Juliet replied, figuring maybe Honey didn’t want to talk about Lilia and what Levkin wanted in front of the girl. “Damn, I wish this jammer wasn’t running. I had full access to their network upstairs.”

“Nothing to do about it. Levkin doesn’t trust anyone. He doesn’t let the employees leave with anything; they even have a scrambler attached to their PAIs when they’re in here. I bet we’re about to walk through some serious scanners. If you think the heat might already be on us, I promise it’s going to get crazy when we run out of here.” She turned down a hallway to the right, and there it was—the other elevator. Nobody guarded it.

“A scrambler?”

“Yeah. Some custom device that plugs into their data ports. Keeps ’em from recording audio and video and sets off an alarm if they remove it on premises.”

“You guys don’t have anything installed? Tracker? Kill switch?” Juliet asked, only half joking about the latter.

“Nope.” Honey lifted her hair, showing Juliet the empty data port on her neck. “Nada. Lilia’s PAI can’t be messed with. It’s part of why they’re studying her. I’ll—”

“Explain later,” Juliet finished for her, then they were in front of the elevator, and Honey gently removed Lilia’s hand, carefully lifting Juliet’s palm to the scanner. “Come on, please, please … Yes!” Juliet was starting to feel giddy, and she knew something was off with her. Her vision had begun to blur, and she could see Angel making adjustments to clear things up for her. “I’m not sure how much help I’m gonna be if there’s trouble, Honey.”

“Chill. I gotchu.” The elevator slid open noiselessly, and Honey slipped inside. Juliet glanced down to see Lilia once again grasping her dead hand. Together, they followed Honey. “Okay, get behind me. You got the pistol, so I’ll go in front if anyone’s waiting. If there are multiple targets, I’ll keep left. You shoot right. I’m not going to pull my punches if I see guns.”

“Roger.” Juliet hoped no one would be waiting. Hoped no one had found the slaughtered guards in the security room. She subvocalized, “Any sign that an alarm has been raised? I feel like red lights would be flashing and people would be swarming all over the place if they’d found the dead guards by now.”

“I have no access to any networks at the moment, so I have to operate based on what you can see and hear. I think you’re right about an alarm, unless they hoped to catch us unawares.”

“Stand behind that nice lady, Lilia,” Honey instructed, and the little girl complied. Still gripping Juliet’s finger, she tucked herself behind her right leg.

The elevator ride was quick, half as long as the one that took her and Lemur down to the research level. Honey stood before the door, sword scabbard held to the side in one hand, hilt in the other, and she looked ready to burst into motion. When the door slid open, she darted forward as soon as it was wide enough to allow egress. Juliet lifted her pistol, looking for targets, but as the doors continued to open, she saw Honey alone in a very long, wide, concrete tunnel. A small electric cart was parked by the elevator.

“Shit,” Honey said, looking into the distance lit by regularly placed amber floodlights.

“Yeah, Lemur, my dead partner, thought they were bringing the squints over from a different location. A clinic or something.”

“Squints? You crack me up, girl. Sheesh, though! Where the heck are we?”

“Xanadu Dome.”

“What? I mean, what planet are we on? Mars?”

“No, you goof! We’re on Titan—one of Saturn’s moons.”

“Holy H-bombs! You came all this way to save me? I owe you big time!”

“You’ll pay me back, I’m sure. Come on.” Juliet climbed into the passenger seat of the little cart, watching, amused, as Lilia followed, still holding her finger, to stand beside her.

“Climb up onto the back seat, Lilia.” Honey sat next to Juliet and pushed the green button on the cart’s incredibly simplistic control panel. When it lit up, she got it to move, turned it around, and sped down the tunnel, probably doing twenty kilometers per hour.

“Angel,” Juliet subvocalized, “still jammed?”

“Yes. But I’ve been keeping track of our direction of travel. We’re heading toward a small self-contained community in the Xanadu Dome—a cluster of homes with a shopping plaza, clinic, and entertainment hub. I bet this tunnel will bring us to the clinic.”

“Is it further from the tunnel leading to Old Atlas?”

“It’s six kilometers from the entrance you scouted. Six kilometers of forest and hills.”

“Oh man,” Juliet sighed. “Could be worse.”

“What?”

“We’re going to have a hike through the forest after we escape this clinic.”

“We can do it. I’ll carry you if I have to, J.”

“You can call me Lucky. It’s my new handle.”

“Lucky? I like it!” Honey jostled Juliet’s good shoulder, and when their eyes met, Juliet laughed; she couldn’t believe she had Honey sitting next to her, squeezing her shoulder.

“I can’t believe I found you.”

“Join the club!”

“Hey,” Juliet said, squinting ahead. “I see the end. Another elevator—” Just then, the amber lights illuminating the tunnel turned red, and a sense of foreboding overcame her. “Oh, brother. Too much to ask that we’d get out unnoticed.”

“We got this. They don’t know where we are yet. Let’s get out of this tunnel.” The little cart was quick, and in only seconds, they pulled to a halt before the elevator. Juliet hopped out, stumbling as a wave of vertigo hit her. It only lasted a second before Angel adjusted her inner ear, but she knew she was on borrowed time. Her body was running on fumes, with some pistons misfiring.

“Push her hand onto the screen like I did,” Honey told Lilia, and the little girl complied, helping Juliet to open the elevator.

When it worked and the light turned green, Juliet said, “I guess they haven’t figured out we stole their chief’s biometric data.” A thought occurred to her, and she subvocalized, “Angel, what was the name of the security chief you stole the biometrics from?”

“Rutger Tanaka.”

“Oh, wow.”

“Huh?” Honey was watching the elevator door as it opened. When she saw it was empty, she stepped forward. “Lilia, grab her hand. Come on, you two.”

“It’s nothing.” Juliet followed her in. “I just realized the security data I’m using to open these doors came from Rutger’s file.”

“Man, talk about a scary character. I still can’t believe you got past him.”

“Scary,” Lilia echoed.

As the doors closed and the elevator surged upward, Honey took her position in front of Juliet. “Titan, huh? I never thought I’d leave Earth. I was off the charts when I got the gig on Luna. What a rush …” The elevator stopped moving, and Honey stopped talking. She pulled the sword loose, exposing some of its blade, red holograms flickering on its mirror-sheen metal, and Juliet held her breath, steadying her gun the best she could with her exhausted left arm.

Once again, as the door opened, Honey danced through the gap. Juliet knew something was different this time—a persistent alarm was beeping, red lights were flashing, and she could see flashes of movement as the gap widened. A gunshot rang out, though her auditory implants squelched the sound. She sidestepped slightly, pressing Lilia back with her right hip as she turned sideways, ready to shoot, but when she saw the scene in the hallway beyond the elevator, she lowered the gun.

Two men in gray suits lay in pieces. One had half of an SMG in his hand, bisected just behind the trigger guard. That much was clear, but the rest was a mess. An arm lay near Honey’s feet, a pistol in its fist. Most of a head was rolling to a stop near the wall, and that’s when Juliet stopped looking—it was clear the men were dead. She didn’t want to take note of how much damage Honey had done with that wicked sword.

“Lilia, close your eyes,” Honey called.

Juliet pressed back, making sure she was between the girl and the door, and then looked down to ensure her eyes were closed. When she saw they were squeezed tightly shut, Juliet walked, dragging a Lilia who still clung to her cybernetic finger through the scene, following as Honey darted ahead to the intersection of another corridor. “You’re all right, sweetie,” Juliet said, once again wishing she could squeeze her hand.

“Sorry,” Honey said when Juliet caught up to her at the next corner. “They were ready to shoot, but they didn’t recognize me. I think they have orders to be careful; if someone hurts Lilia, Levkin will have their hide. I, um, also didn’t quite realize how easily this sword was going to cut through … things.”

“Well, I’m glad they aren’t just spraying bullets at everything that moves. I’m glad they don’t want to hurt Lilia. It’ll make escaping a little easier; some of these guys have some heavy weapons. I see daylight up ahead. Is that the lobby?”

“Yep, think so. This sword is something else, though. Let’s find a back door … or make one.”

“It can do that?”

“Probably. I mean, I doubt this clinic’s made of something super tough. There’s a dome, right?”

“Yeah, we’re in a park dome. Honey, you’re not going to believe it.”

“I bet!” Honey turned left, away from the presumed front of the building, while Juliet followed. They passed a nurses’ station, and Juliet was sure she saw people cowering under the counters, but they didn’t stick around to see them. They darted through, down a long hallway lined with exam rooms, then left, where they saw a man’s foot disappear as he slipped into a room and slammed the door behind him. Beyond that, Juliet saw a door with a big red EXIT in the center of it. “Easy-peasy,” Honey said, running for the door and smashing her foot into the crash bar.

The big metal door slammed open, smashing past its hydraulic hinge limit and crashing into the back of the building. Honey, more reckless than Juliet remembered her, dove through the door, still gripping the sheathed monoblade, and dashed to the left. Juliet hurried to the doorway, Lilia still holding her finger, and looked left and right—an empty lot with a dumpster, and a fence bordering the wild forests of the Xanadu Dome greeted her. Honey stood a few steps away, crouching, sword ready.

“Damn, but I miss my PAI. I feel so weird just seeing what my eyes want to show me: no comms, no net, no nothing.”

“Speaking of comms,” Angel interjected, “I have net access again, and there is a general alert out. The roads to and from Xanadu Dome are closed by order of the NAUC.”

“NAUC?” Juliet asked, and Honey turned to her, puzzled.

“New Atlas Unified Council—the ruling corporate council on Titan.”

“They closed the roads. We need to get over that fence.” Juliet gestured to the back of the lot where the forest, thick and dark, led away from the clinic’s lot.

“Come on,” Honey urged, running for it. Juliet jogged after her, still tugging Lilia, eyes closed, behind her. When Honey got near the fence, she whipped the monoblade out of its sheath and sliced it through in a long upward arc. The links fell apart, revealing a two-meter opening. “Lilia, open your eyes. We need to go through this forest. Come here, and I’ll give you a piggyback ride.”

Juliet watched Lilia climb onto Honey’s back. Honey slipped through the fence, and she was just following when Angel warned, “I heard drones.”

“Drones,” Juliet said, and then the unmistakable sound of tires squealing on pavement sounded, and she knew it was more than drones that they’d be running from—the security team from the villa had probably arrived. “That, or some other team …”

“Company?” Honey asked, looking back from the bole of a big, rough-barked tree.

“Yeah. We need to run, Honey. Run like your life depends on it.”
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LILIA

Juliet ran. Her breathing was shallow, her body drained, and her brain dulled by fog, but she kept her eyes on Honey and Lilia and called out whenever they veered off the course Angel had plotted. She fought to keep moving, to keep upright, though she was down to one exhausted arm for balance. Despite her nanites’ efforts, her body hurt. She knew it was bad that she felt so much pain—it meant she was hurt in places the nanites couldn’t turn off her nerve signals. Places inside her. Was it from the punch to her kidney? The one to her stomach? Her violent, hormone- and electricity-fueled attack on the deadly security agent, Rutger?

“It doesn’t matter,” she wheezed, jumping a fallen, moss-covered log, almost slipping and falling onto her butt as she came down. Honey paused, looking back as Juliet stumbled and braced herself against the damp trunk of another tree.

“You good?”

“Not really.” Juliet wiped at her brow, straining to listen, wondering if she could pick up the sound of drones or stomping pursuers. She didn’t hear anything, but that didn’t mean much; her breathing and the pounding of her heart in her ears were all she could focus on. “We gotta keep moving.” She broke into a jog, brushing past Honey and the oddly quiet little girl on her back, continuing to follow the path Angel had plotted.

“The drones are still above, circling,” Angel said, perhaps guessing what Juliet had been trying to do.

“Any sign of the security team?”

“No sounds of pursuit yet.”

“What’s the story?” Honey called, guessing that Juliet was getting an update from Angel.

“Drones are circling; no sound of the security team yet.”

“How much further? God, I miss my PAI!”

“Two-point-seven klicks,” Juliet replied, buckling down and focusing on putting one foot in front of the other. She was too tired to try to work her way around every bit of undergrowth, stomping through damp ferns and the springy branches of smaller trees. She caught herself leading with her right arm and shoulder, both completely numb, so she was oblivious to any further damage she might be doing. She could hear Honey breathing heavily behind her, keeping up despite the rough terrain and the fact she wore thin slippers and had a twenty-kilogram child on her back.

“I hear the sounds of pursuit!” Angel announced after another twenty minutes of hiking. “I picked up a human voice approximately one hundred meters behind you.”

“They’re on us,” Juliet wheezed softly. “A hundred meters back. We’re still a klick from the tunnel.”

“You want me to slow ’em down?”

“No, Honey!” Juliet replied, grunting as she climbed a slight rise. Were they moving out of the forest into the hills where the old train tracks emerged? “There are some very dangerous people on that security team. One of them, for sure, has a heavy weapon; it’ll shoot through these trees.”

“Then we need to pick up the pace. Come on, J.” Honey passed her on the left side. “Hold on to my jumper if you need to. Let me help you up this hillside.”

“I’m sorry,” Juliet said, and she might have sobbed in frustration if she weren’t so tired. “My body just feels like it’s running on empty. My legs feel weak …”

“Just put that pistol in your pocket and hold on!”

Juliet didn’t reply, just did as Honey suggested, slipping the sweaty nine-millimeter into her pocket and grabbing a fistful of Honey’s jumper right above her butt. Honey started to motor uphill, and Juliet followed, hardly believing how much it helped to have her friend taking some of the weight off her poor legs. While they moved, Juliet trying hard not to imagine a high-powered rifle round exploding into her back, she stared at her AUI, using her eye movements to select a private comm channel with Bennet.

Angel initiated the connection, and Bennet almost immediately answered. “Yeah?”

“Did you make it?”

“Yep! We’re here, but the door is locked. You don’t want me to cut through it, do you? There’s a camera here, but Shiro says you said you had that under control. I didn’t remember you saying that, so we—”

“We’re getting close,” Juliet huffed, interrupting him. “Shit went sideways. You know that duffel I sent with you?”

“Yeah …”

“There are five concussion grenades in there. They’re modular and chainable. Can you get them all hooked together and program the IR tripwire? We’re being chased. Use the guns in the bag if you want.” Juliet paused to gasp several breaths; she and Honey had crested the wooded hill and now ran flat out between tall trees with little undergrowth. According to Angel’s map, they were only half a kilometer from the old tracks. “We’ll be there soon, probably with company.”

She didn’t bother cutting the line; it was fine if Bennet wanted to listen to her huffing and puffing. At least he’d know what was going on. Honey, having listened to her half of the conversation, looked back, pausing to shift Lilia’s weight on her back. “You have help waiting?”

“Friends. Yeah.” Juliet didn’t dare stop or slow down; she was afraid she’d struggle to get started again. She could see ahead where a rocky outcropping stretched up from the forest floor. Angel’s path led to the right around it. “Come on; I think the hill up to the old station is around that outcropping.” Honey didn’t reply, still standing still, looking back the way they’d come. Juliet didn’t wait; Honey was far fresher than she was.

She’d made it halfway to the outcropping when Honey’s footsteps sounded behind her, and her friend, trying to keep her voice low, said, “They’re coming. I saw two. They saw me and didn’t shoot. Juliet, just keep running. Let me and Lilia stay between you and them; they won’t hurt her.”

“Right,” Juliet panted. “Just don’t let ’em catch us.” Just then, a thunderous crack sounded behind them, and with a zipping whir, a projectile exploded through the trunk of a nearby tree, showering Juliet and Honey with splinters and steam as the moisture in the tree was instantly boiled. With a groan, the huge tree began to fall, and Juliet felt her poor, exhausted adrenal glands do their work again; her legs suddenly had strength, and she began to sprint forward, glancing over her shoulder, trying to gauge where the trunk would tip. It looked like she was good; it seemed to be leaning to the right, away from her and down the gentle grade.

Shouts sounded, garbled in the noise of the collapsing tree. More shots rang out, but only a few, then more frenzied yelling, and then they ceased. Juliet was about to ask Angel to analyze the audio to determine what had been said, but then the trunk came down with a ground-shaking crash, and she rounded the outcropping. “You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, we’re good,” Honey answered, coming around behind her. They ran straight toward the cleared slope where, sure enough, the old, abandoned rail tracks came out of the big, walled-off tunnel in the side of the hill.

“I got your bomb rigged,” Bennet spoke, startling Juliet—she’d forgotten they were still on an open comm connection.

“Tell him—” Angel started to say, but then Juliet’s comms lit up, and Angel spoke directly through the channel. “Bennet, this is Lucky’s PAI. She’s breathless and running. Please input the override code 7455917 into the keypad. We’ll be coming through in approximately ninety seconds.”

“Got it …”

“Please prop the door open and then take cover. There’s a hostile with a Gauss rifle, and they might snipe you if they see your silhouette in the open door.” Angel was clearly trying to protect Bennet, and Juliet appreciated her stepping in, but she also knew she would get blasted to red mist if she slipped outside the cover Lilia was providing. If she went too slow or too fast, or if the concrete steps or angle of the hill provided a shot at her without the risk of hitting Lilia, she was a goner.

“Actually,” she huffed, climbing the grassy, brush-covered slope, hoping to get to the door nearly two hundred meters up before the security team came around the outcropping, “Bennet, can you lay prone, aiming at the outcropping at the base of the hill that will be to your right? We need cover fire if I’m going to get up there alive. Like, right now.”

“I will do it,” Shiro said into the comms. Juliet hadn’t even realized Angel had patched him in. “I’m a better shot.”

“Use the rail gun. The Glimmer Tech model. Set it to full auto and just spray the shit out of that outcropping when you see someone come around it. We’re close.” Nobody spoke, but Juliet knew Shiro was a man of few words. He’d probably only speak if he needed more information. She, meanwhile, was out of breath, heaving and panting as she pushed her worn-out body up that hillside toward the little concrete landing with the now open security door.

Juliet felt Honey right behind her, hugging close with Lilia on her back, providing a sick sort of cover for the two of them. She hoped whoever was back there with the Gauss rifle wouldn’t risk a low shot, hoping to blow Honey’s leg off. They were about fifty meters from the doorway when she heard her rail gun begin to whine, firing a stream of dense ferromagnetic rounds at supersonic speeds. With each heaving exhalation, Juliet began to count. “One … two … three …” She knew the gun would drain its battery and magazine after thirty seconds.

“We got this,” Honey said. “Come on, J. We’re close!”

“Eleven …” Juliet knew her count wasn’t accurate. She wasn’t breathing once a second, not at her level of exhaustion. Still, she could see the door looming much larger ahead, see the concrete pad, and could still hear the rail gun’s high-pitched screaming discharge as the ribbon of hot metal flew out of its barrel downslope. She’d gotten to twenty-four when she finally stepped onto the concrete pad and barreled ahead to the door.

Shiro lay in the doorway, her gun in his hands, still firing, sending out a cloud of hot gasses. Juliet turned to yank Honey in behind her, catching a glimpse of the downslope. A thick cloud of dust obscured the trees at the edge of the grass; little fires were burning here and there, and she saw broken trunks where Shiro had blasted through them, dropping treetops all around the edge of the clearing. That gun was a force of nature. She cut off her view by slamming the door shut just as Shiro stopped shooting and rolled back, standing up with her smoking, ticking rail gun in his hands.

“Battery’s almost gone,” he said.

“It did the job. Get away from the door!” Juliet pushed him and Honey, who was just unslinging Lilia from her back, away from the door and around the concrete corner. “Bennet! Set the grenade mine here, around the corner!”

“Chill, chill.” Honey gently grasped her shoulder, the one Juliet couldn’t feel. “They won’t shoot that door when Lilia’s in here. It’s too risky.”

“Even so, we need to get moving. Bennet?” Juliet looked past Shiro to see Bennet rifling through her big duffel.

“You didn’t pack a med kit, Lucky?”

“We don’t have time for that, anyway!” Juliet’s voice rose with near hysteria. When she heard it, she forced herself to slow down and breathe. “I’m at my limit, guys, but we need to move.” She couldn’t stop picturing the people White had erased with his Gauss rifle and imagining the same thing happening to her friends. While Bennet hurried past her with the tube of chained-together concussion grenades, Juliet said, “Honey, these are two good friends of mine, Shiro and Bennet.”

“Uh, good to meet you guys.” Honey shifted Lilia on her back and gestured toward her with one hand. “This is Lilia. She doesn’t talk much, but we’re super grateful for all you’re risking to help us out.”

“Right, let’s roll,” Bennet called, straightening up. He’d placed the grenade booby trap right around the corner from the door, and she knew, from the specs the sales guy had given her, that it would detonate as soon as something larger than a mouse moved inside the arc of its IR sensor.

As they hurried out of the corridor and down the concrete steps to the old railway in the vast tunnel, Shiro asked, “What exactly are we risking, Lucky? How bad did things go back there?”

“You guys are good. Nobody saw yo—” A tremendous boom shook the ground, even the steps she was traversing, causing her to lurch down the last few and stagger onto the tunnel floor. “God! That was loud!”

“Do you think it closed off the tunnel?” Bennet asked.

“It seems likely,” Angel replied for Juliet’s ears. “I heard distinct sounds of collapse, not just the concussion.”

“I hope so. Let’s jog.” Juliet led by example, lurching into a sort of stagger-jog, wincing with each step as it jostled her shoulder and her insides. “God, I’m sore.”

“You look like hell, and I see your arm is totally fried,” Bennet offered.

“Anyway.” Juliet glanced over her shoulder to see Honey keeping pace with Lilia still on her back. Shiro and Bennet were close behind, the big man carrying her duffel and Shiro still clutching her rail gun. “Shiro, swap that out for my SMG.”

“Where the heck are we?” Honey asked as they slowed so Shiro could change guns.

“We’re under the domes. Under the surface of Titan. We’ll come out in a place called Old Atlas.” Despite her body’s reluctance, Juliet ran and trusted the others to follow. “I wish I had my helmet,” she panted, “so I could see behind us. Or, I mean, so Angel could.”

“I’m watching,” Honey said.

“Me too,” Bennet chimed in, a bit farther back.

“If we closed off that tunnel, can they even find us?” Shiro asked, easily keeping pace with Juliet.

“I don’t know. The guy who was holding them”—Juliet jerked her head toward Honey and Lilia—“has a lot of resources. He’s closed down the roads to the Xanadu Dome, and I’m sure his team has alerted him that we’re in here.”

“Nearly three dozen entrances to the Old Atlas tunnel system are listed on the public net. There are likely more than that. It won’t be easy to pinpoint us,” Angel helpfully informed her.

“We might be able to slip through without getting caught. We have a good head start, but let’s keep frosty.” Juliet had a memory of Houston saying that to her—keep frosty. As his face flashed through her mind, she growled and pushed herself harder; she didn’t want to lose any more friends. “Not today,” she muttered, sucking in a breath.

“Where’s your pal?” Bennet asked.

“Dead. Same guy who messed me up killed him. He wasn’t my pal, Bennet. You know that!”

“Uh, sorry.” Bennet sounded chagrined, and Juliet knew how he felt, eating that big hunk of shoe.

“Don’t worry about it. We just need to get out of here.” That was the end of any conversation for a while as they all buckled down and focused on running. When they exited the big rail tunnel and ran through the section of corridors leading through the spot where Juliet had found Cel and Rissa, she saw where Bennet had cut her welds, but it barely registered as she pounded through and retraced her old steps, following Angel’s map.

They weren’t quiet, and Juliet felt reckless charging through those tunnels, especially remembering the ambush she’d dealt with on her first trip through, but she had backup now, and they were in a hurry—people far worse than those random thugs were looking for her.

It was with a sense of something almost like surprise when they finally climbed the steps up to the water treatment plant. She’d felt sure someone would get ahead of them or intercept them en route, but no such nightmare resolved; no hidden snipers or shadowy assassins.

When they worked their way through the plant, Angel guiding them using her earlier-gained access to the cameras, Bennet asked, “Should we all ride together? Should we take more than one cab?”

“One is better,” Juliet replied. “The people chasing us think we’re just two women and a child.”

“I’ve ordered you a cab, and the streets are quite busy with traffic and congestion—the workers are marching again.”

“I hope that’s a good thing.” In minutes, they were sitting outside the metal door leading into the water treatment plant, waiting for the cab. Not a single car was on the dark street. “Hunker down, everyone. No sense standing out while we wait. Don’t worry about the camera; I have control of it.”

“Where are we running?” Honey asked, sitting down next to Juliet, her back to the door. She pulled Lilia close, having her sit on her lap.

“My ship,” Shiro grunted, squatting low, facing Honey and Juliet. Bennet sat at the edge of the steps, looking out over the street.

“Your ship? So, we have a ride home?” Honey’s voice rose with excitement.

“Hai.”

“These are good people, Honey. You can trust them.”

“I can’t tell you how happy I am, Ju—Lucky. I thought we were going to die in there. Once Levkin got what he wanted from Lilia, I was sure we’d be turned into compost or something.”

Juliet saw Shiro’s eyes dart toward her as Honey fumbled her name. She tried to steer his thinking away from it. “Honey, what is it about her? What were they watching her for?”

Honey looked at Juliet, then let her eyes wander to Shiro and Bennet. “You’re sure I can speak freely? This is some heavy, heavy stuff.”

Juliet locked eyes with Shiro, stared into them, and then, very deliberately, nodded and said, “We can trust them.”

“Lilia is … She’s not Voronov’s daughter.” While she spoke, Juliet looked at Lilia, wondering how she’d react to being the subject of their conversation. The girl continued to stare ahead, a pleasant expression on her face.

“Is she Levkin’s?” Juliet asked, remembering what the squints had said.

“Hah! Hell no. She’s not Voronov’s daughter—she’s his clone! She has a specialized PAI, new tech. It has a copy of Voronov’s entire brain, and it’s slowly mapping it to his clone here. This girl”—Honey hugged her close, clearly affectionate toward the child—“is a miracle of science. If it works, she’s going to remember everything Voronov knew when his brain was mapped and downloaded. I really don’t know how it works, but it’s all stored in Lilia’s data port, and the PAI is somehow recreating it in her brain.”

“Hey, I’m just a dumb engineer, but didn’t you say Voronov was a guy?” Bennet asked, looking at the little girl skeptically.

“Yeah, I don’t know the whole story there. I don’t know why he made his clone a female, but … he did.” Honey shrugged.

“So, he’s cheating death?” Shiro asked, voice hushed. “Does the clone know it’s being erased?”

“It’s not!” Honey laughed, shaking her head. “The PAI was installed at birth! It’s part of her, and the PAI is what’s driving her right now. She’s basically a fully biological synth until her brain matures enough and the program finishes writing Voronov’s image.”

“You’re a synth?” Juliet asked softly, touching Lilia’s hand.

“May I answer?” Lilia looked at Honey.

“You can answer questions Lucky asks you.” Honey nodded to the girl.

“Essentially,” Lilia confirmed, turning to Juliet. “Not for long, though—maybe another few years until this brain is ready for the full image.”

“Cab’s here,” Bennet called, standing up.

“We need to get on the ship before the docks are shut down.” Juliet stood up and started—painfully, stiffly—walking down the long flight of concrete steps. As they drew near the sleek, silver cab, a thought occurred to her, and she asked, “Lilia, do you have recordings of Levkin doing anything illegal?”

“Yes. I have him engaged in the act of interrogating kidnapping victims—myself and Honey—and admitting to conspiring with Luna Constabulary in the murder of Alexander Voronov.”

“Oh, hell yes,” Juliet said, sliding into the cab. “Shiro, let’s talk about my investment into the gunship when we get back.”
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GREATER THAN THE SUM

It soon became evident, both from their experience in the cab and from news reports, that the demonstrations happening in New Atlas had probably saved them from having to deal with additional Levkin-owned security teams. The entire central section of the New Atlas Dome was utterly gridlocked, and the cab’s AI chose a circuitous route around the city’s perimeter to get them to the port section. Even on those highway-style streets and roads designed for quick transit around the city, they had bumper-to-bumper traffic for half the journey as vehicles slowed for pedestrians waving hand-painted signs demanding fair wages for labor.

“This couldn’t have gone better if you’d planned it,” Bennet said, staring out the window at all the cars. He suddenly opened his eyes wide and looked at Juliet. “You didn’t, did you?”

“Oh my God, Bennet.” She sighed, “You really think I could organize a citywide labor demonstration?”

“Wouldn’t put it past ya.” He stretched and chuckled then looked at Honey sitting across from him, leaning her head against the cab’s window. “So, what’s your story?”

“Huh?” Honey turned toward him, shifting Lilia’s head to a more comfortable position on her lap. The girl had fallen asleep after fifteen minutes in the cab.

“Well, you look pretty fit. Do you lift?”

“This guy for real, Lucky?” Honey looked at Juliet with an arched eyebrow.

“Bennet has a kind of sick relationship with weight lifting; I don’t think he’s hitting on you, but—”

“Hey, now!” Bennet leaned forward, looking earnestly at Honey. “Don’t let her poison you against me. Way I see it, we’re going to be spending some time together on the Kowashi, and I need a good workout partner; you can see my old one went and messed up her arm.”

Juliet sighed, grateful she’d activated her jamming field—she’d stowed her deck in the duffel—and that the cab wouldn’t be able to record their conversation. She ignored Bennet as he continued to try to preach the gospel of heaving around heavy plates and asked Angel, “Any word on the search or the situation near the docks?”

“Xanadu Dome is still locked down, but nothing else yet.”

“Any word from Alice and Aya, Shiro?” Juliet turned toward the stone-faced captain. Her deck, managed by Angel, was capable of whitelisting certain connections, and she’d cleared Shiro so he could try to contact the Kowashi.

“Hai. They’re glad we’re alive, and we have more bounties to split and a reward for the information we got from the synth.”

“Seriously?” Bennet asked, distracted from Honey’s recruitment by the mention of money. “Any numbers?”

“Alice will send a breakdown. The mercs were small fish, but the fake broker was worth a good haul.”

“Speaking of money, when’s the ship auction, anyway?” Juliet asked, turning her attention to Bennet.

“Next Tuesday.”

“And the Kowashi? Is she ready to fly?”

“Almost. Still waiting on some cone louvers I took to a machine shop.”

“For real? You couldn’t straighten ’em?” Juliet was dead tired, but she somehow had the energy to give the engineer a hard time.

“They weren’t just bent! Alice half melted them!” While Juliet smiled and leaned back, she felt Honey reach over and take her hand, giving it a squeeze. She opened her eyes and looked to see her friend smiling at her.

“What?”

“I’m glad you’ve made some friends.”

“Can I ask something?” Shiro surprised Juliet by asking. When she turned to him, she saw his eyes were on Honey. She nodded. “The girl basically, if I understand correctly, she’s … his way of cheating death? Has anyone done something like this before? Copy a mind?” He addressed the last question to the whole group.

“I don’t think so,” Honey replied. “When he hired me, I had to take a bunch of psych tests and sign a shitload of contracts; Voronov told me that plenty of corps would kill for what was going on in Lilia’s head.”

“She’s correct,” Angel told Juliet. “If the PAI in Lilia is truly able to copy Voronov’s conscious state of being, it would be a first. More than that, she, as a clone, would be highly illegal in many jurisdictions. Her existence would be problematic on many levels in Luna City.”

“Maybe that’s why he cloned himself as a female and called her his daughter.” Juliet looked around as everyone got quiet and turned toward her. “Just talking to myself. Clones aren’t legal in Luna City.” She frowned. “Do you guys think it’s really him? Like, if I made a copy of my mind today, then, in a year, I died and you all somehow booted up my copy in a clone or a synth or something, would that be me?”

“I think she would think she’s you. You’d be gone, though, right?” Bennet frowned, visibly shuddering. “I don’t like to think about stuff like that.”

“It would not be you,” Shiro declared firmly.

“I’m not so sure.” Honey reached over to grasp Lilia’s pointer finger, gently massaging it with her thumb. “I mean, to us, to me, I’d be happy to have you around, even if you lost some memories and I knew you were … different.”

“But there!” Juliet slapped her friend’s knee. “You just said it—I’d be different.”

“I believe you feel the way I do,” Angel said. “I hate the idea of a copy of myself. Do you feel the same?”

“I do.” Juliet looked around at her friends’ puzzled faces and added, “I mean, I think the idea of someone with my memories picking up my life after I’m dead is creepy. I hate it. We’re more than just our memories and our … bodies, right? Am I the only one who thinks that?”

“No,” Shiro said. “I feel the same.”

“I’m not thinking about this stuff.” Bennet turned to look out the window.

“I don’t know.” Honey’s voice was soft and thoughtful. “I like to believe that, Lucky, I really do. But sometimes, I think we’re just machines. Really, really complicated machines, sure, but … sometimes, I think when the lights go out, we’re just gone. It’s over. I kinda like the idea that another version of me might keep going after that.”

Juliet frowned, somehow annoyed at her friend. She knew her feelings weren’t rational, that Honey was just voicing a feeling that probably most people had, but she couldn’t help it. Juliet liked Honey, loved many things about her, even, but she’d thought she’d have a more spiritual outlook. When she realized what she was thinking, Juliet snorted a short laugh. “God, I’m getting weird. I don’t remember ever thinking about this stuff. I’ve never been religious or anything, but something in me desperately wants to believe that there’s more to us than a bunch of neurons firing in the right order, influenced by the chemicals in our bodies.”

“We are more.” Shiro nodded again. “We are greater than the sum of our parts.” He didn’t say anything else, but it was clear he didn’t think he needed to. Everyone got quiet after that, and Juliet sat back, thinking about Shiro’s words. She decided she liked them.

“You’re more than just your code, Angel,” she subvocalized.

“I know that. I’m my code, my processor, and my connection to you.”

“You’re more than that, too,” Juliet pressed. “If someone copied your code and your chip and plugged you into another person’s head, or heck, my head, that copy wouldn’t be you. You’re more than just those parts.”

“Are you saying that to me because you want to extrapolate that sentiment for yourself? Do you believe that you are more than the collection of cells that make up your body? More than the electrical impulses in your mind?”

“Yes,” Juliet replied. “Yes. I think people grow into something as they live. Something that can’t be broken down into a list of ingredients.”

“I hope you’re right because I like that idea. It has some mystery and magic to it that makes me feel something; something better than what I feel when I think the other way.”

“I love you, Angel,” Juliet whispered, letting her head fall back against the headrest and closing her eyes.

“I love you too.”

Juliet let that warm, pleasant feeling carry her into a light doze. It seemed like only seconds had passed before someone was jostling her shoulder, and she heard Honey’s voice. “We’re here! Lucky, we’re here. Is it okay to get out of the cab? Do you have the cameras handled?”

“Mmph,” Juliet groaned and lifted her functioning hand to rub at her forehead; it felt like someone was driving a spike through her left eye. “Oof, what a headache! I need to get an IV drip or something.”

“The cameras, Lucky,” Bennet prodded.

“Yeah, the Port District is safe. Don’t make a scene or anything, but we should be good as far as the cameras go.”

“Put something over the kid,” Bennet suggested.

“No, that would look suspicious. Just carry her, Bennet, with her face turned inward to your neck like any normal, sleeping kid.” Juliet groaned as she stood, crouching in the taxi van and hobbling toward the sliding door. The nanites must have turned on her nerves because she felt every aching bone and muscle in her legs and feet. She didn’t feel her shoulder, though, which she didn’t take as a good sign. Shiro and Bennet helped her down to the curb, and then the small, strange group made their way over the pavement toward the docking corridor and scanners that led to the Kowashi’s berth.

At that hour, only a few people were out and about. Probably fewer than usual, even, thanks to the demonstrations occurring further into the city. Juliet had fears of lurking corpo-sec decked out in riot gear or drones zooming in to surround them, but nothing happened. No one challenged them, and soon, they were walking through the scanners—fully under Angel’s control thanks to Fido’s work at Port Security—and down the long tunnel toward the ship’s airlock.

“An order just came through the public net for the docks to lock down,” Angel announced. “No ships are allowed to depart until further notice.”

“We’re locked down,” Shiro said at almost the same time.

“We can still get into the ship, though, right?” Honey asked, twisting the monoblade hilt in her fist.

“Yeah,” Bennet replied. “They’ll probably set up checkpoints and then search all the ships.”

Juliet put her hand on Honey’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, we have a spot to hide you two. Well, you two and a couple of others we’re helping.”

Honey let Juliet put weight on her shoulder and lean into her as they walked. When they got to the airlock and Shiro typed in his access code, she let Juliet lean into her shoulder. “You’re not doing too hot, are you?” She pressed a hand to her forehead. “I take that back; you’re extra hot!”

“You need fluids, electrolytes, and rest. Please have them help you to the autosurgeon so I can repair some of the damage to your shoulder that the nanites can’t handle. Mostly, I need to reset the joint and replace some shredded tendons.” Angel spoke softly, aware of Juliet’s headache, and Juliet sighed, rubbing her head against Honey’s shoulder, enjoying the pressure on her aching brow.

“Can you help me to the autodoc and then take Honey to meet Cel and Rissa?” she asked, not caring whether Shiro or Bennet replied.

“Yeah,” Bennet said, clearing up any doubt.

“I’ll go check on Alice and Aya.” Shiro’s boots echoed on the plasteel as he hurried ahead.

All that decided, Juliet shuffled along behind Bennet, leaning heavily on Honey. When they got to the infirmary, she gratefully climbed into the bed, trusting Angel to handle things from there. She closed her eyes, barely registering Bennet’s words as he said, “Damn, Lucky, I don’t think I realized how messed up you were. Have your PAI holler if you need anything. I’ll drop all your gear off in your room.”

“I’m starting an IV. Try to stay awake, Juliet,” Angel said as the autosurgeon’s arms began to whir. “In your condition, I’m worried you’ll be stricken with another true-dream.”

“I’ll try.” Juliet leaned back into the pillow. Honey squeezed her hand, then quietly walked out of the room with Bennet. Neither of them looked happy to leave her alone, but they did. “Anything on the net? Anything we should be worried about yet?”

“Not yet, though I can see corpo sec deploying around the port, setting up, as Bennet suggested, checkpoints. I imagine they’re short-staffed thanks to the demonstrations taking place in the city. We truly did get lucky with that development, didn’t we?”

“Yeah. I wonder …” Juliet trailed off, thinking about the idea and the implications.

“What?” Angel prompted, and then, “You won’t feel this, but I’m about to do some work on your shoulder. Don’t look at it.”

“I wonder if it was all a coincidence or if Lemur … Nah, he couldn’t have, could he? Do you think there’s any way he could have instigated those riots?” Juliet felt a tug at her shoulder, her whole body jostling with it, and almost looked at what the autosurgeon was doing, but she caught herself and looked away. She didn’t want to see her bones exposed.

“Lemur was certainly a mysterious character, and he had many connections we don’t know about. He may well have tried to stir up this uprising, perhaps capitalizing on the unrest that was already near a boiling point somehow. It certainly provided excellent cover for our getaway …”

“He was strange as hell, wasn’t he? I feel kind of bad that I’m not more upset about his death. When I think of the unassuming guy we met at the café, I feel bad thinking he died, but when I think of the creepy, cold-blooded killer who lived in the same head, I hate to admit it, but there’s some relief.”

“You also don’t have to split your payment.”

“There’s that. Yep, there’s that, and it definitely makes the medicine go down a little easier.” Juliet sighed, closing her eyes for a moment. She still felt exhausted and like half her body was made of rubber, but something was better; some nebulous thing that she couldn’t put a finger on. “Maybe it’s the IV.”

“Yes, the nanites did their work repairing your internal bleeding and some minor organ damage, but they are resource hungry, and they nearly depleted some of your essential nutrients, electrolytes, minerals, and even water. They were working overtime for an extended period; that, coupled with your exertions, had you near collapse for a while. I was able to monitor and adjust the nanites’ priorities and keep you going, something a coprocessor and management program would have done if you had a lesser PAI.”

“They’re kind of a double-edged sword, huh?”

“Yes, but you had some heavy system-wide damage. I … overdid it with the punch to Rutger. Additionally, the two blows he struck you with were deadly in their own right; many people would have eventually succumbed to the organ damage he inflicted. It’s not safe to strike someone at such speed!”

“Would a higher-end nanite suite have handled it better?”

“Without question! Many high-end suites carry large batteries of nutrients and minerals in the nanite-housing organ, replenished from your dietary intake.”

“That’s cool, I guess. Another reason to upgrade.” Juliet sighed sleepily and forced herself to open her eyes so she didn’t drift off. “Do I need surgery anywhere else?”

“No, the nanites will continue to repair your other wounds. I had to operate on your shoulder because they couldn’t bridge the gap between your torn tendons without causing you some deformity. On that note, regarding your arm, it’s possible Bennet could get it working again. With some new batteries and wiring, I think it will function, if not perfectly, well enough to last until you get to Luna.”

“Okay. Can you message him a list of the parts I’ll need? Maybe he can order them in or pick them up while we’re stuck in port here.”

“I will. He can likely fabricate the wiring harness himself, and if any of the joint actuators are broken, he can make some functional, if less than optimal, replacements.”

“Cool, so just some biobatts, then. Shouldn’t cost too much, eh?”

“No, not much at all.” Juliet felt another tug at her shoulder as the autosurgeon continued to repair her—apparently—extensive tissue damage.

“Angel, what do you think of Lilia?”

“Can you be more specific?”

“Nobody’s ever been able to download a human brain like that; at least not publicly or not since the war. If it happened during or before the war, the history was doctored. I mean, that’s right, isn’t it? I feel like I’d know about it if people could transfer their consciousness into a new body!”

“You aren’t wrong. I’ve searched for successful procedures claiming to do what Honey described. There are many studies and attempts to digitize a person’s consciousness. None of them seem to work. Many studies indicate that copying the synapses and the stored data has been achieved, but when the digitized brain is brought online, it never works properly. Some researchers from Sweden, the Nilsson Group, managed to bring digital brains online, but they described the entity as something like an AI that had been given a dozen different psychological disorders. They blame the effect on the fact that human consciousness is reliant on a biological medium from which to experience reality. It’s hardwired into your psyches.”

“Is that true, though?”

“I’m not sure. The Nilsson Group has many detractors, and they make other theories for the research’s roadblocks. Still, I’ve been unable to find publicly available reports of successful procedures.”

“So they might get around it by putting his consciousness into a clone of his own brain.”

“That seems to be the intent for Lilia’s existence.”

“Well? How do you feel about that? Is it fair to her that she never got to develop a personality? They stuck that PAI in her head when she was an infant, basically erasing whomever Lilia might have grown into by writing Voronov’s data onto her brain.”

“It has some troubling implications, and as you know, it would be considered illegal in many places.”

“Right, but what do you think? I think it seems kind of messed up. Even if she is a clone, that doesn’t mean she’d be all right with it. If I found out I was a clone, I wouldn’t want the original Juliet to have … ownership of me.”

“Putting it that way raises many questions for me,” Angel replied, her voice growing soft. “I’m clearly not a human, but I believe I’m alive. I believe I’m something more than a program. As you said, if someone copied me and put my code into another person, that wouldn’t be me. If that copy … if she grew into a conscious being like me, I’d be loath to try to control her!”

“Right. So, I don’t think it’s okay what they’ve done to Lilia, but, I mean, it’s obviously too late to do anything for her. I just …” Juliet sighed, her brain too tired to wrestle with the dilemma. What could she do, anyway?

“On one hand,” Angel said, “Lilia wouldn’t exist if not for Voronov having her created for this procedure. I just scanned some research, and it suggests that infants do not begin to develop personality until the first few months. That’s the biological, scientific view. There’s the more spiritual idea that Lilia was born with a soul, regardless of her origin, and what has been done to her has essentially killed the being she was meant to become.”

“Do you believe in souls, Angel?” Juliet asked quietly.

“I don’t know. Could a soul not explain how you and I believe we are more than the sum of our parts? Could the soul not complete that equation? It’s a nice thing to believe in.”

“It is, isn’t it?” The machine whirred as the arms retracted, and Juliet turned to see her shoulder: red, swollen, and with a puffy, stitched wound running over the top of it.

“Your repairs are finished, but your shoulder will pain you for a few days while the nanites do their work. I have administered a powerful anti-inflammatory injection that will help in the short term.”

“Am I done? Can I go sleep?”

“Yes, your IV has sufficiently restored your electrolytes. Please stop by the kitchen and eat something, though.”

“I will,” Juliet grunted as she slowly, stiffly, worked her way off the autosurgeon’s bed. “Thanks, Angel. Thanks for talking to me; it feels really nice to know I’m not the only sentimental dummy around here.”

“Of course! We’ll be sentimental dummies together.” Angel laughed, and Juliet loved the sound of it.

With a smile on her face, she limped her way to the ship’s kitchen. There was still a lot to worry about; they hadn’t escaped yet, but things were looking up, and she was eager to get rested so she could spend some time with Honey and check in on the other girls. “Let’s see if Bennet has any good leftovers in the fridge. He always has the best food …”
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A SYNTH BY ANY OTHER NAME

When Juliet woke up, Angel said, “I have several messages waiting for your attention. Don’t worry! None of them warranted waking you.” Her words forestalled Juliet’s already formed complaint about keeping people waiting for her responses. Instead, she busied her mouth with a huge yawn and arched her back in a stretch, pleased that she could move her right arm again, though only at the shoulder. She felt some pain but nothing terrible. It was almost like she’d just overexerted herself in the weight room.

“I feel so much better,” she sighed, scooching back, propping her pillow up so she could sit up a little in her acceleration couch.

“You slept for more than ten hours, and the nanites were able to get a lot of work done.”

“All right, hit me with the messages.” Angel displayed a file labeled Honey, then expanded it into a video call showing Honey’s face, her brown eyes bright with excitement, on a blurry background.

“Hey, Lucky. I’m in the hiding spot Bennet set up for us, and it’s great! More than that, if you haven’t noticed, I got a PAI installed! It’s not a high-end model, but a little better than my old one. Bennet picked it up for me when he was out buying parts for your arm. Don’t worry! It’s offline for now, other than using the ship comm system, but at least I can connect with you. I mean, I was hoping you could help me set up a firewall or something so I can use the net—I don’t know how all that works. Anyway, hope you’re sleeping well, and give me a visit when you get up, all right?”

The message ended, and Juliet, smiling, said, “We should keep her offline until we get off Titan, right?”

“We can set up a proxy through the Kowashi so it looks like you or any of the other crew are accessing the net. Though, if you’re worried about her contacting someone or saying something that might tip off the authorities, we can put that off.”

“I’m not sure. I know I can trust Honey, but I’m not sure she knows everything she should avoid doing. You know?”

“I understand your concern.” Angel paused momentarily, then added, “Your next message is from Bennet.”

A new window with Bennet’s grease-smudged face appeared. “Hey, Lucky. I got the batts for your arm and rigged up some parts from the specs your PAI sent me. Come see me, and we can try to get it working. Altogether, the batts were six-forty bits. They’re not up to spec for your arm, but they were half the cost, and the note you sent me said you just wanted to get it working well enough to make it to Luna, so … yeah, come see me. Um, hope you’re feeling better—we were all a little worried after we saw the readout on the autodoc. Yeah, uh, bye.”

“Huh, that’s nice of him. He sounded kinda off; you didn’t say something mean in the message or anything, did you?”

“Of course not!” Angel’s voice went up an octave with outrage. “I simply said you’d worked yourself nearly to death and would appreciate if someone could visit an electronics outlet …”

“Angel! Don’t guilt people like that.”

“Was that unwarranted? I was simply being literal about your condition. Perhaps the tone of the message was lost in the text. Next time, I’ll use a voice message. Are you ready for the next message? It’s from Alice.” She didn’t wait for a response before opening another video message window.

“Lucky, hope you’re feeling better when you get this. Good news—we got another fat bounty from the guys who tried to invade the ship. We all talked and agreed it should go to you. I’m transferring 68k to your bit vault. You earned it! We also were awarded 100k for the information you found on the synth. Per our earlier discussion, you seemed good with splitting that one with the crew, so we all got a nice 20k bonus. Our friend, the fixer-type guy, helped out a lot; we were able to submit the tip through him, and none of our names were attached to the information.

“On another note, we got an offer on the Bumble ahead of the auction. A ship broker was looking at the auction inventory list and reached out to try to head off the competition. Look, I know it sounds shady, and we might squeeze out some more bits if we stick around for the auction, but he made a decent offer—650k. That means a cool 325 for you. Altogether, you’re looking at a pretty hefty grip of bits for this little outing. I won’t do the deal until I hear from you, but I hope you’ll consider it; we should get off this rock as soon as the lockdown’s lifted.”

Alice paused and cleared her throat. “About the lockdown—chatter on the net is that a lot of big players are really putting pressure on the NAUC to open the port. They’re bleeding bits every minute these ships are locked down. Seems maybe the, uh, corp or individual who pushed them into shutting things down isn’t the only power player in town.” Alice’s image winked at her, and then the message ended. Juliet couldn’t help chuckling as she shifted to get more comfortable on her pillow.

“Any more?”

“Two more. The next is another message from Bennet.” As she finished speaking, a window appeared, showing Bennet in his workshop.

“Yo, Lucky. Alice just told me about the Bumble offer. I think you should take it. Things have a way of coming out in an auction, and if people hear about the reactor leak and the lack of maintenance for pretty much everything, we’ll be lucky to clear 400k. That’s my two bits. Uh, call me when you’re up.”

“What do you think, Angel?”

“I think it would be wise to conclude business as quickly as possible so we can leave this moon as soon as the lockdown is lifted.”

“I feel the same. What about the last message?”

“I was saving it for last because I think you’ll be excited by it. It appears to be from Ghoul.”

“Seriously?” Juliet’s voice rose with surprise as she wriggled herself further up so she sat one foot folded under the other leg on the acceleration couch.

“Yes! She replied to the message we sent her. I received an alert when this message arrived two hours ago.”

“Which means it’s how old?”

“Not terribly. On Titan, we can get communications from Earth in about two hours, depending on the position of the planets.”

“Okay, okay! Play it.” Juliet watched eagerly as a video window opened, and she saw Ghoul’s face before a parklike generated background. She looked good, healthy even—the dark circles that had marred the pale skin around her eyes were gone. Her blonde, almost white hair was longer, but not by much. When she smiled and started speaking, Juliet immediately noticed that her chromed teeth were gone, replaced by perfectly natural-looking white ones.

“Hey, Juliet. I don’t know where to begin except to say I got your message, and I’m sorry. I’m sorry I pulled that chickenshit move and bailed on you. I’m glad you’re still operating; I was keeping tabs on your SOA card, and when I saw it go dark, I was afraid you’d quit or … worse. What you said in your message, the … words. They were just what I needed to hear. I know that sounds corny, but damn, it was like you were looking into my head. I guess we have more in common than I thought. I’m sorry you’re having some hard times, that you had to learn some of the lessons I’ve been trying to cope with. I’m grateful for your forgiveness, even if it feels like I don’t deserve it. Knowing you aren’t out there … hating me—it means everything. I tried to patch things up with my sis, but she’s not as forgiving as you.”

Ghoul’s scratchy voice stopped for a minute as she reached up and rubbed the back of her hand over one of her blue eyes. Juliet could see the moisture in them, welling and reflecting the sunlight. Was the park generated, or was she really sitting on a bench surrounded by greenery? “Anyway. I did my best, saw she was doing okay, and set up a fund for her daughter. I’m an aunt. How about that?” She chuckled and shook her head. “I feel better about things, and I know you’re no small part of that. I’m getting back into it. Gonna send my card out to some fixers I know. Maybe we’ll run into each other, huh? I know you’re trying to stay anonymous and all that, but you know how to get a hold of me. I think I’ll check out one of the megacities on the coast. East or West? I don’t know yet! Maybe I’ll flip a coin. Hope I hear from you soon.”

“That’s it?” Juliet asked, surprised the call ended so abruptly.

“That’s it, but it seems she’s doing well. That’s good, isn’t it?”

“She seemed better, yeah. Something about it, though. Something didn’t feel right.” Juliet touched her stomach with her left hand. “In here.”

“Your gut.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yeah. I’ll have to watch it again, but let’s hold off responding to that one.” Juliet frowned, annoyed that something she’d wanted to happen for so long had triggered something, some nervous feeling, in the pit of her stomach. She’d learned to listen to her instincts, though, and something told her there was a problem with that message. “Call up Bennet, would you?”

“Yes.”

The comm line blinked twice, and then Bennet’s face was on her screen. “Yo! Feeling better?”

“Much! Think you can get this dead weight working?”

“Uh, your arm? Yeah, let’s see what we can do. Come to my workshop? Hey, about the Bumble …”

“Yeah. Yes, Bennet, I’ll agree. I’ll tell Alice while I head your way. I’m gonna stop for coffee and breakfast, though.”

“Right on. That’s great, Lucky! Shit, man, we might actually get this gunship working! Shiro’s in a damn good mood considering the lockdown and everything; I think it’s the first time he’s seen positive numbers on his balance sheet in a while. I mean, assuming we do the sale, but it sounds like we’re going to, so …”

“You’re babbling, Bennet!” Juliet laughed, scooting off her bed. “Listen, I gotta get dressed with one arm, and it’s going to take some concentration. See you in a few minutes.”

“Okay, okay …” He seemed like he wanted to say more, but he closed his mouth and nodded, then cut the connection.

“He’s chatty!” Juliet chuckled, digging around in her built-in dresser for clean clothes. She settled on clean underwear, athletic shorts, and a tank top—the easiest things she could think of with her heavy, nonfunctioning metallic arm. Her bloody outfit from the job was piled in a heap on her floor, and she made a mental note to destroy it after she got done with Bennet. Thinking about it, she figured she should probably hide her guns in the gunship with the girls. Who knew how thoroughly they might search the Kowashi and if they’d take her weapons to analyze their ballistics?

“He’s clearly in a good mood. I think everyone is happy that you didn’t die on your mission.” Angel paused, and Juliet thought she was done speaking, but then she said, “I wonder if Lemur had a team waiting for him.”

“That’s a dark thought, Angel. I don’t know if he did, but it’s not my fault he told me almost nothing about himself. Something tells me he was a solo act, anyway. Didn’t you get that impression?”

“Yes. His SOA card doesn’t reflect many team operations, and I don’t see a pattern of him working with the same people.”

Juliet nodded, walking out of her room and making her way to the mess. She saw spots of dried blood on her bare arms and knees and frowned, wishing she’d taken a shower; that wasn’t her blood, she was pretty sure—it was Lemur’s. “Any sign that they’re searching ships yet?”

“I’m sorry! I should have told you right away, but I got distracted by the messages. They are searching the ships and have been for hours. I’m watching their progress and predict they’ll reach the Kowashi in two to three hours.”

“Okay, no worries. Please set a countdown on my screen and keep an eye on their progress. I need to clean up some evidence before they get here. Any indication of how thorough they’re being?”

“I’ve been watching through the camera network, and they’re spending between ten minutes and an hour on each ship, depending on the size. On vessels sized similarly to this one, they’re averaging thirty minutes.”

“So that’s not very thorough, right?” Juliet asked as she turned into the mess. She was the only person there, which was fine with her; she intended to raid the fridge and eat the tastiest-looking food, regardless of ownership.

“No. I can’t imagine a person covering every nook and cranny of this vessel in thirty minutes.” As Angel answered her, Juliet pulled out a foil-wrapped half burrito that someone was saving. She grinned as she began to salivate and carried it over to the microwave. She unwrapped it and put it on a plate as Angel continued, “I’ve been eavesdropping on the corpo-sec units doing the searches, and they aren’t enthusiastic. They clearly don’t know what kind of girl they’re searching for or why she’s important. They have Lilia’s description and Honey’s, but ‘female mercenary’ is the extent of the description for you.”

Juliet zoned out while the microwave warmed up somebody’s—no, Bennet’s, she knew they were Bennet’s—leftovers. When it dinged, she took it out and tore into it, savoring the chicken-flavored protein, rice, and beans. It wasn’t spicy enough for her tastes, but it was good. Inspiration striking her, she looked through the fridge for some salsa but had to settle for an old bottle of Solar Heat hot sauce. Five minutes later, with a pleasantly tingling mouth, she wandered down toward engineering, sipping a cup of black coffee. Thinking about engineering and Bennet, she realized she hadn’t heard from Aya, so she had Angel call her on comms.

“Lucky?”

“Hey, what’s up?”

“Nothing, just helping make the girls comfortable in the cargo hold. I’ve got a line bringing power in from the Kowashi, and right now, I’m working on getting the waste system working so they can use the bathroom.”

“Oh, that’s awesome, Aya. Thank you. I’ll come help after Bennet gets my arm working.”

“You think he can?”

“I hope so. Anyway, I was just wondering what you were up to.”

“Cool. I’m glad you’re okay; your friend’s telling me stories about you.”

“Oh, man! Tell her I’ve got stories too, all right?” Juliet covered her eyes, smiling, and added, “Nah, it’s okay. I’ll let you get back to it. I’m almost to Bennet’s shop.”

“Talk soon.” Aya cut the line.

“She’s pretty great, isn’t she?” Juliet asked as she strolled into engineering.

“She is. I’m glad she’s seeing to the comfort of our guests.” Juliet thought it was cute how Angel called them “guests,” as though she and Angel were part of the Kowashi’s crew. But once she thought about it, she realized they were; Shiro had said as much. Her absurd, huge smile faded when she turned toward Bennet’s shop and saw him sitting on a shop tool across from Engineer, grunting and straining, arm wrestling with the synth.

“Oh no! What’s going on?” she asked in mock outrage. “Engineer, did he bully you into doing that?”

“No, ma’am. He was mocking my mismatched arms, and I told him that my right arm was quite high quality and at least as strong as his.”

“I was not mocking them, Engineer,” Bennet grunted through clenched teeth, his face beet red. “I just,” he panted, pulling with all his might as Engineer’s arm creaked and his metallic elbow ground into the tabletop, “said we should try to get him,” with a satisfied exhalation, he finally pushed the synth’s arm down to the table, “some parts that matched.”

“Oh, brother,” Juliet groaned, moving closer to the table. “Engineer, don’t let Bennet goad you into any sort of physical contest; he thrives on them.” Bennet started to grumble a response, but Juliet spoke over him, “Hey, have you thought about a new name?”

“Me?” Engineer asked, his eyes blinking rapidly as he stood up and moved away from the table.

“Yeah, you goofball.” Bennet slapped his forehead. “None of us are doing a name change anytime soon.”

“Oh, well, I had several ideas. Perhaps you’d like to hear them?”

“Yeah, that’s why I asked.” Juliet chuckled, taking his vacated spot at the table and laboriously swinging her dead metal arm atop it.

“I’ll get the new parts.” Bennet turned toward the little doorway she’d helped him fabricate, ducking through into his workshop.

“Do you like the name Charlie? I was reading some old classics and rather enjoyed Flowers for Algernon. Have you read it?”

“It’s very good,” Angel said, eliciting a frown from Juliet.

“No,” she replied. “I haven’t, but a good friend has. I wish she’d have talked to me about it, but she has her own life, I guess …” She let her words trail off as she heard herself. “Sorry, I’m being a bitch. I know you do a lot of reading when I’m sleeping or whatever,” she subvocalized.

“It’s about a man, a fellow with a rather low intelligence quotient. He’s put through an experiment by some well-meaning scientists and—”

“Whoa!” Juliet held up her hand. “Spoilers!”

“Apologies. In summary, I found the character very likable and rather tragic, and I found myself somehow commiserating with him. It’s a strange sensation, finding commonality in something so extreme, but that doesn’t change the fact that I liked him.”

“Is that the name you want?” Bennet asked from the doorway, a toolbox and several cardboard packages in his arms.

“I like it, but I have other ideas.” Engineer’s LED eyes blinked with his words, giving his expressionless face a little character. His voice was tinny, and Juliet wondered how much an upgrade to his face would cost. Were synth parts just like human cybernetics? She didn’t think so, but she had no real idea.

“Let’s hear ’em,” Juliet prompted as Bennet started to work on unscrewing and prying off the scorched plasteel plates on her arm and hand.

“I’m rather fond of the twentieth-century author Raymond Bradbury. I appreciate how he characterized robotics and intelligence outside of humanity. I think ‘Bradbury’ might suit me.”

“Oh!” Juliet said, wrinkling her nose at the heavy, burnt plastic odors coming from her arm. “I like that one!”

“It’s cool,” Bennet agreed.

“I have one other idea,” Engineer said. “I enjoy watching a corpo-sec drama set in New York, Glitter Streets. One of the characters is a corpo-sec crime technician named Sandy. She’s very clever, and I think the name would be fine for me. It’s gender neutral, did you know that?”

“Uh, yeah. I guess Bradbury is more masculine sounding. What do you prefer? I’ve thought of you as masculine, mainly because of your voice and, uh, shape.”

“I could modulate my voice to sound more feminine if that were my preference. I don’t think I prefer a particular gender. I’ve thought of myself as male up to now, though. Well, mentally, because I have no sex organs.”

“Yeah, we get it.” Bennet chuckled, pulling off the largest of Juliet’s arm plates. Beneath was a mess of melted plastic, the remains of her arm’s largest biobatt. “Sheesh, gonna need to scrape these old batteries out. Same with the wires. Heat gun might help …” He started digging through his toolbox.

“My favorite is Bradbury, but I want you to choose the name you think best suits you,” Juliet told him.

“I like that name as well,” Angel said for Juliet’s benefit. “It reminds me of one of my favorite short stories, written, of course, by Ray Bradbury. Before you feel annoyed, Juliet, I’d love to read it to you; would you let me read it to you tonight before you sleep? I think you’ll enjoy it, and it will give us something to discuss. It’s called There Will Come Soft Rains.”

“I’d like that.” Juliet smiled, a mood so pleasant overcoming her that she almost started humming.

Engineer took her words as meant for him and said, “I, too, would like that. Henceforth, my designation shall be Bradbury.

“Oh, great,” Bennet sighed. “Another B name on the ship. Now I have to use more than one initial to mark my stuff. Hey, speaking of my stuff, I lost a big carton of Thai takeout last night. You know anything about that?” He narrowed his eyes at Juliet, still digging at the plastic with a flathead screwdriver, holding a heat gun a few inches away to soften it.

“I’ll buy dinner next time we go out! Drinks, even!” she squealed. “Just pay attention to what you’re doing there!”

“I was looking forward to those leftovers,” he groused. “You think it’s easy to get food to the ship right now? The damn checkpoints are slowing everything down out there!”

“Speaking of checkpoints,” Angel interrupted. “I believe one of the search crews will reach the Kowashi’s berth in the next ninety minutes.”

“Uh, I’m sorry, Bennet! I can’t say it wasn’t intentional; I dug around in the fridge until I found something with your name on it ’cause you always have the best food.” As his eyes widened in outrage, she continued, “We need to hurry, though. I think we’re getting searched soon, and I have to hide my guns and dispose of some bloody clothes.”
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EXPECTATIONS AND REALITY

Juliet stood near the airlock with the rest of the crew, watching the Port Authority inspectors walk away through the vid feed Angel had provided, using their own hardware to spy on them. The three inspectors made small talk, wondering what they should get for lunch, without another mention of the Kowashi. Bennet was the first to break the silence with a fist pump. “Hell yes! We’re clear!”

“It seems so!” Alice shook her head, disbelief in her voice.

“Were you guys worried?” Juliet laughed, holding her hands up defensively as they all turned on her, some scowling, some smiling. Her right arm clicked and moved a little haltingly; Bennet had done his best, but some of the parts weren’t quite right. “Kidding, kidding! Whew! So when can we take off?”

“Lockdown’s not lifted, but my contacts in the scrap industry say it will be. If not today, then tonight,” Shiro answered.

“I’m going to go give the girls the good news and get my guns.” Juliet started to walk away, and Aya jogged up beside her.

“I’ll come along; I was teaching Rissa and Cel how to play chess.”

“You play chess?” Juliet knew what it was, but only from media; she’d never seen a board; at least not a physical one.

“Sure. Shiro’s dad made us both learn. Good for the brain!” She grinned, showing off her bright teeth, and twisted her forefinger against her skull as though pointing at the gray matter within.

“Thanks for helping with them, Aya. You’re a pretty cool chick, you know that? I might even say nuclear.” Juliet bumped her hip against the smaller woman, eliciting another laugh and a retaliatory hip check. They continued laughing and joking all the way to the cargo bay, but Aya grew quiet when they stepped inside and had to walk around the hulking form of the Takamoto gunship.

“It’s kind of spooky,” she said, jerking her thumb at the big greenish-gray shape.

“You think so?”

“Yeah, it’s so old and so … deadly. Think about how many people died in it or fighting against it. That’s a lot of ghosts.”

“Are you just messing with me right now? You believe in ghosts?” Juliet stopped and looked at the ship, admiring its lines, sleek despite the many missing hull plates, scratches, and dents. “I don’t think it’s haunted, Aya. It’s just sad, mistreated, and needs new owners to give it some TLC. Do you think it’s a he or a she? I mean, Alice calls the Kowashi she and her. You all do.”

“Most ships are girls. You didn’t know that?”

“Most?”

“I’m sure some break the tradition, but it’s a really old one. It’s bad luck not to have a girl ship! Shiro’s dad said so. He said ships are women because they’re like a mother or fairy godmother who protects the crew. If you treat her right, she’ll take care of you. Besides, women are the best, right?” She grinned and winked, then started toward the back of the gunship.

Juliet reached up with her clicking, grinding cyber arm and let her tactile pads run along the hull of the gunship while she followed her, hanging back a bit. She liked the feel of it—cool, solid, patient, powerful. In a soft, almost reverent voice, she said, “You’re in bad shape right now, lady, but we’re going to fix you up. I don’t care what Alice and Shiro say; I’m going to be your pilot. Nice to meet you; I’m Juliet.”

“Hmm?” Aya turned, five meters or so ahead of her. “Did you ask me something?”

“Nah, just talking to the ship.” It was Juliet’s turn to grin and wink. When they entered the gunship through the rear, open airlock, Aya had to cut some welds on the plasteel panels Bennet had put up to block the central passage. The ruse had worked perfectly; he’d lightly irradiated the panels by exposing them to the Kowashi’s reactor, and when the inspector who’d been given the job of examining the cargo bay listened to his story about an old, leaking weld in the reactor shielding, he’d eaten it up, giving it only a cursory inspection.

As they pulled the panels aside, Honey, Cel, and Rissa were revealed standing in the small cargo space beyond, no doubt glad to see they weren’t sealed in any longer. “Alice messaged us,” Honey announced. “Glad it went well!”

“Oh yeah, you and us both,” Aya answered, then frowned. “You and us … Wait, both isn’t the right word, but what’s the word for when six people all agree?”

“All,” Juliet sighed. “The word is all, Aya. We’re all relieved.”

“Guess that works.” She shrugged, then looked past Honey to the two younger women. “You guys wanna play a couple of matches?”

“I do,” Rissa replied, resting a hand on her belly. She was wan, but she looked a hundred times better than when Juliet had found her. Cel did, too; both wore old overalls, probably Aya’s or Alice’s, but they were clean and well-fed, and the haunted look that used to dwell in their eyes was fading, if not wholly gone.

“Hey, can we cook something tonight? Do we have to stay in the gunship all the time?” Cel asked.

“Yeah, of course.” Aya turned to see if Juliet agreed with her. When she nodded, Aya continued, “Just have to get back in here if someone’s coming onboard the Kowashi. You guys wanna cook?”

“Yeah! I know a great curry recipe.” Cel grasped Rissa’s hand and added, “It’s the least I can do, you know, for everything you’ve done for us.”

“She’s a great cook!” Rissa’s eyes said a lot about how much she cared for Cel as she gazed at the taller, stick-thin woman.

“Oh! You’re speaking my language!” Aya laughed, gesturing past the girls. “Come on. You can tell me what ingredients you need while we play a couple of matches.”

As they walked away, Honey said, “This old ship is nuts. I found hardpoints for nanite swarms. I think it used to be able to repair itself.”

“Just superficial damage, according to Bennet. It used to be able to patch the hull plating and active shielding layer. Bigger components like the reactor and whatnot were outside the nanites’ specs. Still, in a gunfight, it’s kinda nice to know your ship won’t stay full of holes.”

“I mean, it’s space. If you get perforated, you’re pretty much dead anyway, right?” Honey looked around the rough rear corridor of the ship, eyeing all the exposed wires, missing panels, stains, scrapes, dents, and gaps where various components had been pulled over the years. “Feels like a death trap to me.”

“You just don’t see the potential. We’re going to fix her up. She was made for brawling, Honey. Tons of redundant systems, air-sealed compartments, fire suppression …” Juliet let her wistful words trail off, knowing she could go on and on about the old ship. As she spoke, she let her eyes become unfocused as she imagined how the corridor had looked when the gunship was new.

“Well, I mean, you do you, but I’m not keen on all this space travel stuff, and I definitely don’t want to get in any ship ‘gunfights,’ if you know what I mean.”

Juliet looked at her friend and saw the distaste on her face as she looked around, probably imagining getting killed a thousand different ways. She was right; space was dangerous. Juliet really couldn’t blame her, couldn’t judge her, but still, she felt a bit of disappointment for the second time in as many days. She wondered if she’d just changed a lot since she’d hung out with Honey, going to the dojo every day, or if she’d just never gotten to know the parts of herself that differed from the plucky swordswoman. “I get it, I guess. I mean, yeah, it’s scary, but … I love it. I love these ships and the sense of … oh, I don’t know, freedom, I guess. Yeah, I love the freedom they represent.”

“I feel you. Yeah, that’s a legit reason to love a spaceship, but”—she leaned close, lowering her voice—“Jules, I want some solid gravity under my feet. I want to know that a hole in the wall isn’t going to spell death. You know?”

“Sure. I won’t lie; I had fantasies of us traveling the system together, taking jobs on exotic moons, and meeting all kinds of interesting people. Hah, I sound like such a dope!” Juliet smiled a little sadly at her, a bunch of doors closing in her mind, doors leading to possible future endeavors that included her friend. “What are you planning to do when we get back to Luna?” she asked, wondering if she could find a way to open some different doors.

“I’ve got to look after Lilia.” She shrugged as though it were settled.

“Um, she has access to a fortune. She has her uncle, Peter. She’ll have protection after Peter exposes Levkin’s crimes.”

“It’s … I know this is stupid, J, but I’ve grown attached to her. I know she’s not really ‘her’ in there, but she needs looking after, and whatever program they gave that PAI makes her very sweet. Besides, I have a bonus coming to me when the PAI finishes writing Alexander’s data. The PAI won’t listen to anyone else. I mean, I could pass off the permissions, but then, I’d be responsible if anyone took advantage! Alexander trusted me—”

“Are you serious right now?” Juliet couldn’t help herself. Honey’s breathless explanation didn’t seem real. “You’re going to give that thing five years of your life? If it’s the money, just stick with me! I’ll help you make it up!”

Honey frowned, then folded her arms on her chest. “Please don’t call her a thing. Are you really judging me right now? I’ve seen how close you are to your PAI! Lilia’s more than a simple, cheap assistant program! Besides, I was there when Alexander had his brain scanned; when he finishes downloading, he’s going to be looking for me!”

“She,” Juliet corrected.

“Right.” Honey shook her head. “It doesn’t matter! I want to be there for him. Her! You know what I mean!”

“Were you, like, a thing?” When Honey scowled at her again, Juliet pressed, “Come on, Honey! I’m trying to understand here. You can trust me!”

“We weren’t, no. I had a crush on him, sure, and”—tears began to well in her eyes—“dammit, Juliet, it hurt so bad when Levkin showed us his death. I lost all hope, and that little girl in there”—she jerked her thumb further into the gunship—“was all I had during the scariest time in my life.”

“She wasn’t all you had, though. I was coming for you.” Juliet’s voice had grown soft, and she felt answering tears coming to her eyes, somehow feeling sort of crushed by this whole thing. What had she expected? What did she want from Honey? They weren’t romantic, but had she ever dismissed the possibility? No, they were buddies, sisters, right? She thought about her real sister and then Angel, and more doors closed in her mind; Honey was great, and they were good friends, but she was no Angel.

“I know, sis,” Honey said, oblivious to the thoughts fluttering through Juliet’s mind. She put her arms around her, squeezed her, and added, “I didn’t know that, though. I thought I was alone; I thought I was going to die as soon as Levkin finished with Lilia. If I’d known you were coming, everything would have been different, but I didn’t.”

Juliet forced a smile and extricated herself from Honey’s grasp. “All right, all right. Take it easy. I’m not thrilled about all this, but I can let it go. I’m just disappointed ’cause I figured we’d spend some time together. Like I said, I’d hoped we’d do some jobs together. You know, see some things around the solar system.” Juliet waved her arm, clicking and scraping, in a half circle, indicating the ships they were inside. “I’ll get over it. I’m glad you’re safe, all right?”

Rather than answer, Honey pulled her back into a hug, wrapping her arms around her ribs, squeezing her tight, and pressing her face into her chest. They stood that way for a few seconds until Juliet returned the hug, clutching her friend close. After a while, Honey mumbled into her shirt, “I’ll never forget how you came for me, Jules. I’ll never forget it, and I’ll always owe you.”

“You don’t owe me shit, dummy. I’m your friend, and I’ll do the same thing again and again if you need it.”

“At least we’ve got the journey home together. Bennet says we’re going to have a lot of fun.” Honey pulled back, eyes red, cheeks wet.

Juliet laughed and rubbed her flesh-and-blood thumb over Honey’s cheek, wiping away some tears. “Bennet is a nutcase. His idea of fun is fabricating machine parts and lifting weights. Well, and eating. He has great taste in food.”

“Sounds like you and he get along pretty well, huh?”

“Yeah, he’s cool. I like everyone on this ship. That’s why I’m going into business with ’em. Wanna hear about it? Wanna hear what we’re going to do to this beauty?” Juliet grinned and gestured at the gunship. “I’ll tell you about it while I get my stuff. Gotta get my guns and put ’em back in my bunk.”

“For sure. Tell me about your big plans, sister. Hey, you should take that sword, too.” Honey took her arm, and the two of them started up the corridor.

“Huh? The monoblade? You’re the swordswoman, sis.” The appellation came naturally to her as they fell into their old banter.

“Uh-uh, sis. That thing’s worth 100k. You aren’t giving me that.”

“Holy—Seriously?”

“Yeah, I want you to take it, but promise me you won’t use it until you’ve done some serious sword training. I’m going to feel bad if you slice off your own arm or leg or head or—”

“I get it. I get it!”

“Seriously, J!” Honey laughed. “That thing can slice through plasteel like cheese!”

“I get it!” Juliet cried again, and the two laughed as they entered the ship’s little mess, where Aya and the two girls had set up a neat chess deck with a holographic board and pieces. “A dedicated chess deck? Or does it do other games?” she asked, leaning closer to watch as one of the black knights charged over the board to capture a white pawn.

“Just chess. I told you! Shiro’s dad was serious about it!” Aya grinned at her. “Can I teach you sometime?”

“I’d love it.” Juliet studied all the interesting pieces, watching their idle animations. “When you said you were teaching them chess, I pictured an old-school board with, like, wooden pieces or something.”

“I have one of those too, but it’s an antique. My auntie wouldn’t let me bring it on the ship.”

“Is that Shiro’s mom?”

“Yes! They spent as much time raising me as my parents did. They all worked on the Kowashi at one point, my parents and his. My parents and Shiro’s mom live in a retirement community on Mars now—the Marineris Colony.”

“Your turn, Aya,” Rissa said softly, eyes glued to the chessboard.

“C’mon, Lucky.” Honey tugged at her arm, and they walked through the port hatch to one of the crew bunks. There, she found the big duffel containing all her guns and the monoblade.

Juliet hoisted the duffel and tried one more time. “You sure you won’t take this sword?”

“No way! Seriously, I appreciate that you’d be willing to give it to me, but I can’t take a gift that expensive. Talk to me when you’re a billionaire, then I’ll take any kind of gift you wanna toss my way.” She laughed and nudged Juliet’s shoulder with her fist playfully. “I have an idea. While we’re traveling toward Luna, do you want to do some basic sword drills? Might as well start learning, hmm?”

“Sure, but, I mean, I never saw myself as graceful enough to use something like a sword …”

“You’re joking, right?” Honey looked up at her, shaking her head in disbelief. “You’re like a damned cat on the mat. I don’t know what kind of dysmorphia or whatever you’ve saddled yourself with, but you are very graceful, you wire-brained goof.”

“You think so?” Juliet smiled shyly, suddenly in the mood to fish for more compliments.

“I wouldn’t say it if it weren’t true.” Honey sat down on the empty acceleration couch. “Tell me about your plans with these guys. What’s the story? They all related?”

“Well, Shiro and Alice are married, and Aya is Shiro’s cousin. Bennet’s a guy they hired some years back, but he’s pretty close with ’em all.”

“And you’re into this?” Honey waved her hand around, indicating the ship they were in and, likely, the bigger ship outside. “I mean, the cargo- and scrap-hauling stuff?”

“Finding salvage is a lot more exciting than you might think. That’s where we got this gunship; it was a salvage tip Alice bought from an old contact. When we got there, I had to fight off some pirates, and yeah, it was extremely damn exciting. Hah, I can’t believe I just called it exciting. It was gut-twisting, nerve-racking, and stressful as hell.”

“And you loved every second of it.” Honey reached over, squeezing her forearm, and Juliet couldn’t find the will to disagree. “So, they want to fix up the gunship for what?” Honey frowned, trying to do the math. “To sell it?”

“That’s one possibility, but the other is for one of us, or, I guess, a pilot we hire to fly it as an escort. As I said, some salvage jobs, especially the good ones, can get pretty hot.”

“Who’s the pilot for the big ship, the salvage ship?”

“That’s Alice. She used to be an interceptor pilot. She doesn’t like combat, though—swore not to put guns on the Kowashi …”

“But she’s cool with having an actual gunship following them around?” Honey finished Juliet’s own thought.

Frowning, Juliet nodded. “Yeah, not exactly consistent, is it? I should talk to her about it, about what changed, and what her real goals are before we sign anything …”

“What kinda things would you sign?” Now Honey sounded genuinely concerned.

“Relax, Honey! I’m not a dummy. I might invest some of my money into the operating business for the gunship. I’d receive a percentage of ownership that way. Before you ask—no, they didn’t sell me on this deal. I kind of pushed myself into it.”

“Just be careful, J. That’s all I’m saying. Have a good long talk with them, and do some more research about how hard it might be to fix this beast up and what kind of value you’ll see for your money. Heck, I want you to be happy, so I say if everything looks good, go for it. On the other hand, I want you to be alive and not get ripped off, so, like, be careful.” She sounded so sincere and so much like her old friend, the one she’d had breakfast with almost every day for months, that Juliet felt her eyes watering again.

“I’m so glad you’re okay, Honey. I’m sorry I gave you a hard time about Lilia. Hey, where is she?”

“She likes to sit in the cockpit. Most of the time, she’s really preoccupied with her … job, I guess is the right word, and the peace and quiet up there suits her. I should probably go check on her, though.”

“Right. Well, I’ll go see if I can track Alice down. Probably a good idea to hammer out some of the details before I start sending her all my money. Thanks.” Juliet hefted the bag with her mechanical arm and turned toward the doorway.

“You’re welcome. And, hey, I’m glad I’m okay too.”
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NEGOTIATIONS

When Juliet walked to her quarters to drop off her duffel, she decided to put on something other than skintight athletic shorts and a tank top before speaking with Alice. With her right arm accompanying her movements with clicks and grinding sounds, she pulled on a pair of tapered, stretchy black jeans, a blue pullover shirt with long sleeves, and her good old sturdy work boots. She slipped the harness for her needler holster around her shoulders and ensured the weapon was loaded and ready to fire. She felt a lot better with the familiar, comforting weight under her left arm.

It wasn’t that she intended to do battle with Alice, but she felt a lot more confident dressed like she could do battle.

As she emptied the duffel, putting her guns in the bottom drawer of her dresser, she lifted out the monoblade, admiring the craftsmanship of the sleek black scabbard and the hilt, wrapped in some kind of slightly grippy material. She had no idea what, but it oozed quality. The pommel was a polished reddish-orange stone, and one thing she’d learned from Honey about swords was that it probably was important, giving the blade its perfect balance.

She hefted the sword, guessing its length to be about two-thirds of a meter. As she gripped the scabbard with one hand and the hilt with her other, Angel said, “Please be exceedingly careful, Juliet. Honey wasn’t lying about how dangerous that weapon is.”

“I will.” Juliet slowly, haltingly, pulled the mirror-finished blade from the scabbard and watched as the holographic red lights and patterns began to dance along it, giving it a futuristic, flashy, deadly appearance, no doubt designed to intimidate people who hadn’t yet learned that they were facing a monoblade wielder. When she’d pulled the scabbard completely free, she set it down and gripped the blade in both hands, turning it slowly, trying to see the impossibly fine edge. It was easy to see where it was—the holographic projection was a solid red line representing it, but her eye couldn’t see the metal.

It was weird how tempted she was to test the edge with a nail, the way she might a sharp knife, even knowing the monoblade would slide through her nail and finger like it wasn’t there. “How does it work? How does that tiny, superthin edge not get nicked or broken?”

“Simply because of how fine it is. The word monoblade refers to the fact that it’s been sharpened to a monofilament edge; the specialized alloy of the blade has been sharpened to the width of a single molecule. It slips through the molecules of the objects you wish to cut with hardly any friction. Well, unless the object you’re trying to cut is extremely dense or designed with interlocking molecules, as certain kinds of armor or industrial items are.”

“Makes sense.” Juliet picked up the scabbard and very, very carefully lined up the tip of the blade so she could safely slide it home. “God, I’m sweating from handling that thing!”

“Yes, I feel it will be a while until you feel comfortable using it for more than an art piece.”

“All right.” Juliet stood up and moved to the door. “Connect me to Alice, please.” She saw Alice’s name light up on her crew window before she heard her voice. “Hey, Lucky. What’s up?”

“You think we can talk for a few minutes? You busy right now?”

“Uh-oh!” Alice grinned. “The dreaded ‘can we talk’ message. Okay, okay, come up to the bridge; I’m the only one here.”

“Thanks, Alice. It’s nothing bad. Be there in a minute.” Juliet cut the connection. “I should talk to her, right?”

“Absolutely. You should solidify some percentages regarding ownership, some timelines, some guarantees about your role in the new company, and ensure there’s an escape clause in case the repairs on the gunship prove more difficult than Bennet estimates.”

“Uh, sheesh! Maybe I should just have you talk to her …”

“I’d be willing to do so, but I think this is a good experience for you.” Angel’s voice was so deadpan that Juliet honestly didn’t know if she was joking around.

She walked to the lift and touched the button for the bridge level. “You know I’m joking, right? I agree; I need to talk to her.” As the lift jerked and bumped its way up, she added, “She’s kind of intimidating to me, you know? I’m not sure why, either. Like, Shiro seems more gruff than her, but …”

“Perhaps it’s that Shiro defers to Alice, placing her as the proverbial head of the household.”

“Maybe. She also has a certain look. Like she’s measuring everything she sees and can cut through the bullshit. Maybe it’s ’cause she used to be a fighter pilot …” The lift jerked to a halt, and Juliet shut up before she said something embarrassing as she strode down the corridor—more cramped up there but less banged up and dingy—toward the bridge. As she climbed the slight ramp to the open hatchway, she ducked through and smiled when she saw Alice sitting in her pilot’s couch, one leg hanging over the side, while she perused some holographic data sheets displayed from the projector in her console.

“That you, Lucky?” The pilot shifted so she could look over her shoulder, her chrome-irised optics twinkling with reflected lights as she caught sight of Juliet.

“That’s me.” Juliet smiled and moved to sit in the navigator’s couch to Alice’s left.

“You wanna talk business?” Alice waved a hand, dismissing the holograms.

“I figured we should. I’d like to get a few things solid in my head before we head out. Is this a good time?”

“Sure; we’ve got the numbers for the Bumble’s sale, and the buyer’s transfer is pending at the clearinghouse, so if all goes well, we should see it in our account tomorrow.”

“Well, I have a lot more to talk about than money. I mean, sure, that’s a big part of it, but I have some questions about how things are going to operate and … about my business partners.” Juliet sat back in the gel of the couch, swiveling it a little so she looked more directly at Alice. She grinned to try to lighten the tone of her words, but Alice didn’t seem bothered. She nodded back to her.

“Yeah, we have some questions for you too. Me and Shiro, that is.”

“Do you want to call him? Get him to join us?”

“No, no. I know what he wants to know, and I can pass it on.”

“Right, so how do you want to do this?”

“Well, you called the meeting, so you start.” Alice sat up a little straighter, taking her leg off the arm of her couch and crossing her ankles near the decking.

“All right, um, let’s start with the numbers. I know we spoke about percentages of ownership for the gunship before, and I started at four percent. Before we talk about how much money I might put in and how that will affect my percentage of ownership, can you tell me how you were going to finance the repairs without me?”

“Sure. We were all going to pitch in our shares of the Bumble sale and then use the Kowashi for collateral on a loan to get the ball rolling. If we couldn’t get it done with those funds, we were going to talk to some friends on Luna and Mars and see if we could get any silent partner types.”

“Did you have any estimate on how much it’ll take to get the gunship operational?”

“Yeah. Bare minimum, it needs new wiring harnesses to the port drive, new conduits, new battery banks, reactor service and fueling, and repairs to all three drives. Bennet’s sure he can handle the work, and he thinks the drives will be fairly easy to fix—just a matter of swapping out some parts, nothing too expensive. Of course, it’s a gunship, so we need to service the cannons and repair or replace the main gun. Those basics, leaving a lot still in need of repair, would run us between 300 and 400k.”

“Pretty big spread …”

“Well, Bennet hasn’t had time to break all the drives down, and we have a lot of work to do, shopping for replacement parts.”

“Are you glossing over some things? Bennet told me the drives would be hard to repair because they’re Takamoto tech. He said it would be tough to get the parts you need …”

“Right, right.” Alice held up a hand, nodding. “Those estimates assume we find used replacement parts. If we can’t, we can pay a lot more to have new custom parts machined, or we can, worst case, swap out one of the broken drives for a close match from a different manufacturer. In that case, we could use the old drive for parts for the other Takamoto drive.”

“Well, assuming things go well, even at the high end, it seems like you’d be almost there with just your half of the Bumble money.”

Alice frowned, shaking her head. “Yeah, but that’s just doing the bare minimum. We’re talking a million plus to get that bird really fit.”

“And if you did that, got her ‘really fit,’ what do you value that gunship at?”

“Ten million plus.” Alice drummed her fingers on the arm of her couch and added, “Easily.”

Juliet whistled and thought about the math for a minute. “So, if I walked away, in six months or a year I can expect a 400k transfer from you guys?”

“Hah, not quite, but close. We’d have to deduct the money we put into it before we come up with a gross valuation for you.”

“All right. Listen, Alice, I’m going to throw out my offer, and I want you to consider it. If it sounds fair, let’s sign something today, and if you think you have a better counter, I’ll listen, okay?”

“Sure, Lucky.” Alice narrowed her chromed eyes, brushed some of her bright red hair behind an ear, and stared at Juliet. It wasn’t clear to Juliet if Alice was trying to be intimidating, but she certainly had a look about her, a look that said, “I can smell bullshit a mile away, and something in here stinks.”

“The way I see it, you all have almost the money you need to get started—barely. If you dump all your funds into the gunship, what are you going to live on? What will you operate the Kowashi with? No, you’ll have to find other investors or put the Kowashi further underwater, giving some corpo-bank scumbag way too much authority in your day-to-day lives. Maybe you’d get an investor you liked, someone really hands-off, but maybe not. Maybe they’d be all up in your business, bugging you for reports and a return on their money at every turn.”

So far during Juliet’s speech, Alice had slightly relaxed her face, and Juliet saw her nod ever so slightly a couple of times. She continued, “If I step in and throw my half of the Bumble into the gunship, that might free up some operating capital for you. It might give us enough money to get the gunship almost fit, as it were. Better yet, you don’t need to deal with a bank, and you know what you’re getting with my involvement—a pretty damn nuclear operator, if I’m being modest.”

“We already agreed to let you buy in …”

“Yeah, but not percentages. You already owe me four; I’m guessing that will come from your and Shiro’s cut?” Alice nodded, so Juliet continued, “That leaves you two with seventy-six percent. I’d like to get an additional thirty-six percent for my investment. That would put me at forty, you and Shiro at forty, and the other two at ten each.”

“You want us to give up thirty-six percent for a 325k investment?” Alice leaned forward, but her face was unreadable. Was she pissed, amused, or just repeating it back for better understanding?

“Yeah, I do, and I think it’s a good deal. That ship might never fly; Bennet could be completely wrong about a hundred different things. Regardless, it’s a risky venture; what if the damn thing gets shot down on its first engagement? If you think you can find better terms from a bank or some guy on Mars, I guess you could try. Think about it! Do you really think an investor isn’t going to pressure you to sell that thing as soon as you can make a big profit? You and I both know that gunship can earn that much in a year. Less! Think of the salvage you can go after with that thing escorting you! Heck, it’s your call, Alice. If you want, I could walk away and wait for my transfer for the four percent value.”

“Chill, Lucky. I didn’t say no. I’m just trying to wrap my head around all the numbers. You want forty because you don’t want us to be able to do something on our own, me and Shiro, right?”

“I guess. I like the idea that one of us others will have to agree with any major business decisions. You get the same protection, by the way; I won’t be able to do anything without one of you agreeing.”

“Actually, we’ll structure it so that a sixty percent majority of stockholders have to agree for certain major decisions, and only fifty percent for most others. Still, your point stands. Yeah, it has a nice symmetry. So, you want me to write it up?”

“That’s it?”

“Yeah, I agree to your terms.” Alice shrugged. “Bennet and Aya can’t really object ’cause it’s Shiro and me selling you our shares, and the damn company isn’t even formed yet.”

“Thanks, Alice.” Juliet let out a deep breath, one she didn’t know she’d been hanging on to. “You’re intimidating, you know that?”

Alice barked a short laugh, snorting inadvertently, and as she covered her nose, her cheeks bloomed red. “You’re joking, right? You’re the one who goes around killing pirates and bangers, raiding secret prisons to rescue people! You don’t know how nervous I was when you said you were coming up here!”

“Seriously? You seem so cool!” Juliet leaned forward, her smile spreading. “Since we’re laughing, and we’re going to be partners, can I ask you a kind of personal question, though?”

“Oh no, here we go. I get to ask you one, then, deal? One for one, two for two, etcetera.”

“Oh, seriously?” Juliet chuckled. “I guess I better make it a good one. Okay, here we go: I’ve heard rumors from … unnamed sources that you used to be a badass interceptor pilot. I also heard that you insisted on not arming the Kowashi because you didn’t want to get involved in ship fights anymore. Why are you changing your tune? Why the gunboat?”

“Is that one question? It felt like two or three. Anyway, I can answer you. Yeah, I used to run guard duty for gas jammers around Venus, and yeah, I racked up a lot of skulls and crossbones on my bird. I almost bit it, though. Did your source tell you that? I spent six months in rehab, learning how to tie my shoes and count to ten. I get jittery behind the stick now; I get flashes of … fire and pain and things I can’t completely remember running through my mind. I’m pretty much useless in a dogfight now.

“This old girl, though?” She gestured around the bridge. “She’s just my speed. Guns on her would be stupid, anyway; any fighter would pick us apart like a mouse eating cheese. I’m interested in the gunship because we’re going to have someone else fly it, and it will allow us to quit feeling like we’re broke all the damn time. Imagine pulling salvage hauls worth a million bits every month or so!”

“Fair answer, Alice. I’m sorry to hear about your PTSD, by the way. I … have a little bit of an idea what that’s all about.”

“My turn?” Alice’s eyes were eager, and Juliet pressed her lips together, nodding. Fair was fair. “Why’d you risk so much to get to Saturn to help that woman? You guys in love or something?”

“That’s it? You could have asked me anything, but that’s it?”

“I’m curious! We’re all betting on it. Bennet thinks you owe her for saving your life. Aya thinks you guys want to get married. Shiro … Shiro won’t join in the gossip.”

“Well, what do you think?”

“At first, I thought you had to be in love. Then I saw what you did for those two girls, and they were total strangers, and I started to wonder if she really was just your friend. Tell me the truth, Lucky. You owe me! I just bared my soul for you.”

“Um, honest truth, huh?” Juliet frowned and sat back, searching her mind, wondering what the truth about her and Honey really was. When she started to speak, it was like her mouth took on a life of its own, and she couldn’t stop the words from flowing out. “I was on the run when I met Honey, during a lull, when I was kind of safe but still hiding. I met her on one of my first jobs as an operator, and she was the coolest chick I ever saw. Totally nuclear, running around with a damn sword, cutting through fences, bossing people around, slicing through a bunch of bad guys—people who’d had their brains fried by a corrupt corp. They were like zombies from movies, almost: vicious, mindless, wanting to eat or kill anyone they met.

“She made an impression, you might say. Then she invited me, a near total stranger, to join her dojo and learn to fight. My time hiding out there near the ABZ, spending hot summer days training with her, going to breakfast, and gossiping about other operators and people at the dojo were some of the best times of my life. She’s grace personified with a sword in her hands, and yeah, she’s sexy as hell, but we’re just friends. Great friends, I guess, and I suppose that’s something you should know about me, Alice—I’d do almost anything for a friend.”

“Huh. Well, I can’t complain about that answer.” Something had changed in Alice’s eyes while Juliet was speaking. They’d opened up a bit—seemed less narrow, less cautious—and she almost imperceptibly nodded along as Juliet finished her rather verbose explanation for her rescue of Honey. “You wanna keep going?”

Juliet sat back, feeling a good deal more relaxed. “I have one for you. What’s it gonna take for you to let me pilot that gunship after we fix it up?”

“What’s it gonna take … Hmm, I guess one way is you could show me what you’ve got, which I would hate ’cause I don’t wanna be in any more dogfights, as we’ve discussed.” She held up a hand as though she knew what Juliet was thinking and added, “I know, I know. We could do some sims together, but they’re just not the same, you know?

“No, I have another idea. It’s going to take some months to get that bird up and running. I have a lot of friends in the escort business. How’d you like to go shadow one of them? See what they do, and maybe try your hand at the stick. I have a few friends whose judgment I’d trust. If they gave you the thumbs-up, I’d be cool with giving you the first crack at piloting the gunship. I’d even sell the idea to Shiro.”

Juliet’s mind had exploded with imagined ship battles and adventure, flying side by side with some other interceptors or gunships. She couldn’t stop her stupid grin as she said, “That sounds slick, Alice, slick as chrome. I won’t say yes for sure right now, but I’d certainly be open to it.”

“Cool. When we get to Luna, I’ll reach out to some contacts. Now, you owe me one more answer.” Alice’s grin was almost predatory, and Juliet braced herself for what she might ask.
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CHERRY BLOSSOMS AND PAPERBACKS

Alice cleared her throat, looked around the bridge, and then, with a rather wicked grin, said, “Eh, I’m just messing with you. If I think of a good question, you owe me, though!”

“All right, all right.” Juliet forced a chuckle, more relieved than she wanted to let on. After a moment, however, her face became more serious, and she asked, “Any word on the lockdown?”

“Yeah, Gil Boggs, one of our scrap contacts, says they’re already starting to clear the checkpoints at the port’s northern end. My money says they’ll lift it before the workday’s over, and ships will be blasting off soon.”

“I was gonna say we probably shouldn’t be the first ship to leave port.”

“Nah, trust me, there are a lot of ships losing a hell of a lot more money than we are sitting in these docks. Even if we tried, we wouldn’t be the first to take off. Imagine how irritated the ships orbiting Titan are getting! I heard a rumor that something like four hundred ships are being queued to enter the port; the docks are all full!”

“Holy … Yeah, that sounds like a real mess for whoever has to organize it.”

“Some AI is probably doing all the work, don’t worry. Anyway, you’ll see a message from me as soon as I get the Bumble funds from the clearinghouse. You need anything else before I get back to these logs?”

“That’s it for now. Thanks, Alice.” Juliet scooted to the edge of the acceleration couch.

“No worries. Glad we got to know each other a little bit more.”

“Same.” Juliet offered a short, awkward wave as she stood and walked from the bridge. She wanted to find Bennet. It sounded like they’d be leaving port in the next few hours, and she wanted to try to convince the engineer to go shopping for some good food for the voyage.

The first place she checked was the mess, and, unsurprisingly, he was in there, sipping a protein shake and speaking animatedly to Honey and Aya. The two women sat with their backs to the door, facing the bulky engineer as he leaned against the counter.

“… was thinking we could probably get them set up in the port corner of the hold, opposite the gunship’s nose. I’d say there’s a good ten-by-seven-meter open area there. Shouldn’t be a problem.” When he saw Juliet standing in the doorway, he narrowed his eyes. “Hey, Lucky. We’re talking about where we can set up the weights for the trip home, and did you eat my burrito?”

“I …” Juliet froze, her mouth open but her brain unable to think of a proper excuse. “If I said no, would you believe me?”

“No!” Bennet growled.

“Listen, I was just about to offer to transfer you some bits to go shopping! I can’t leave the ship, but you can, and if I pay, will you buy us some good stuff for the trip? You have the best taste in food, Bennet!”

“Actually,” Aya spoke, scooting her chair back. “I have a list from Cel. She’s offered to cook, like, as often as we want her to. She used to work in a kitchen. Did you know that?”

“No.” Juliet frowned; aside from the fact that the two girls were fleeing a corporation that wanted Rissa’s unborn child, she really didn’t know anything about the two of them. Shaking her head, she looked back at Bennet. “Even considering that, you should go out and get us some good takeout—some burritos, noodles, whatever you want. I’m buying.”

“Well, you owe me for sure. I’ll get us a few things, but takeout doesn’t really keep well in the freezer. I’ll help Aya and give you the bill after I’ve found some food to replace your larceny.”

“Cool. I’m sorry, Bennet; I had a moment of weakness. Moments.” Juliet smiled at him and stared until he broke and smiled back.

“Can you guys pick up some practice swords while you’re out? I guess they might be kind of a specialty item, and I know you don’t want to go far, but maybe if you do a search and find something nearby?” Honey lightly tapped her fingers on the table, drumming hollowly against the scarred aluminum. “I’d do a search, but I’m still offline. Outside the ship, I mean.”

“No problem,” Aya said immediately. She stared at Honey with those big, bright, yellow eyes, and Juliet could see she thought Honey was too excellent for words.

“If we can’t get anything nearby, I have plenty of scraps I can make into sword shapes.” Bennet shrugged.

“Better than nothing, but they won’t be weighted right. I guess we could download some specs, and you could probably fabricate something pretty accurate, but I don’t know if you’re into that kind of thing …”

Juliet snorted as Honey trailed off, well aware that she was baiting the engineer. Bennet confirmed her success when he loudly proclaimed, “I can make a perfectly balanced piece of dull metal.”

“If we don’t find something for sale nearby,” Aya reiterated, standing up and scraping her chair back. “We should go, Bennet. Chatter on the net is that the lockdown is lifting soon.”

“Okay, okay.” Bennet noisily slurped at the dregs of his shake. “Let me change my shirt. Meet you at the airlock.”

“What about you, Honey?” Juliet asked. “Got anything going on?”

“Nah, already feeling stir-crazy. I know part of it’s in my head, knowing I can’t leave the ship right now. Also, the whole no-net-access thing is driving me bonkers.” She held up a hand. “I know, I know. It’s for the best. The girls told me they’re offline for now, too. I guess when you have big, rich corpos looking for you, it’s best just to lay low. Don’t sweat it.”

“I can download some media for you guys and put it on the Kowashi’s network if you want. Send me a list of shows or whatever, and I’ll do it.”

“Oh, nuclear! Yeah, I’ll do that. Should I tell Cel and Rissa, too?”

“Yeah, of course. I’m gonna go chill in my bunk for a while. I’m still feeling kinda drained from the last couple of days, and I’ve got a book in there that I want to read. Have you ever read one? I mean, a physical, paper book?” Juliet was still leaning in the doorway, and three sets of eyes turned toward her. Bennet shook his head, amused, knowing full well what book she was talking about. Aya nodded, her eyes growing big with interest, and Honey squinted at her as though she was speaking French.

“Why on Earth—or Titan—would anyone do that? You can get any book you want in high-definition text with audio accompaniment on your AUI!” Honey shook her head, and her puzzled expression changed to one of amusement. “Don’t answer, don’t answer. I know you and your quirks well enough by now.”

“Quirks. Yeah, I’d say that’s a good description. Is it a quirk when someone keeps eating your very clearly marked food?” Juliet felt her mouth falling open at Bennet’s words, and she darted glances between the two. Were they about to start ganging up on her? It felt like they were about to start ganging up on her.

“Maybe it’s an idiosyncrasy?” Honey giggled as Bennet stepped toward the table and held up a meaty hand for a high five.

As they slapped their palms, Juliet snorted. “I see how this trip is going to go. ’Kay, I’m out. Honey, message me with what you want on the net and—”

“I was going to say I read a lot of paper books when I was growing up,” Aya interjected. “My uncle had a shelf full of them in his cabin. I bet Shiro still has them somewhere. If not in his cabin, which used to be his dad’s, then in a box somewhere on the ship.” She stood up and approached Juliet while she spoke, her eyes twinkling with excitement. “I could go ask him for you. Do you want me to? They were westerns and fantasy novels. Do you like westerns? I loved how the good guy always had a quick-draw shootout at the end and—”

“Whoa!” Juliet laughed, clamping her flesh-and-blood hand over the girl’s mouth. “I haven’t read or watched hardly any westerns! Don’t spoil ’em. That’s with cowboys and stuff, right?”

“Yes!” Aya pulled Juliet’s wrist down, freeing her lips. “You’re going to love them! I’ll look when Bennet and I get back. If I can find them, I’ll bring ’em to your room, okay?”

“That’d be terrific. Thank you.” Juliet smiled, turned to the still smug Honey and Bennet, and stuck her tongue out. “Your loss!”

“Oh, brother,” Honey sighed. “Bennet, can we set up some mats for sparring near the weights? I think Lucky and I need to have a go.”

“Oh? You fight? I used to be something of a boxer …”

Honey’s eyes widened, and she held up her hand for another high five. As the big man slapped it, she said, “This trip is shaping up to be more and more fun!”

Juliet noisily blew out a breath, flapping her lips. “Have fun shopping. I’ll be in my room.” Then she gave Aya’s shoulder a friendly bump with her knuckles, winked at her, and turned, walking toward her quarters.

“Do you feel jealous of Honey and Bennet and their camaraderie?”

“Nah, they’re just busting my … chops. It’s my fault for eating Bennet’s food, you know; if I hadn’t done that, he wouldn’t have been looking for a partner to tease me. You know how it goes. Tomorrow, we’ll all be teasing someone else. Probably Bennet.” Juliet laughed at the idea, mostly because she knew she was right. He was the most frequent target of ribbing on the ship.

“It’s good that you have such good friends around you. I wish you could find someone who meant more than friendship to you.”

“Oh God, Angel. Are we starting this again?” Juliet groaned, stepping into her room as the door haltingly slid open. “Need to lube the runners …” She ran a finger overhead along the door’s track and frowned at the dry, desiccated lubricant. “This stuff has to be twenty years old.”

“It’s part of my core functionality, part of my personality, to want you to be happy in every aspect of your life.” Angel ignored her commentary about the door.

“Well, as we’ve discussed, you’re not just a program. You’re not bound by any kind of algorithm to insist that I have a ‘mate’ or whatever.” She kicked off her boots, picked up the hard plastic case with her copy of The Great Book of Amber inside it, and fluffed up her pillow.

“No, you’re right. I’ve easily avoided fixating on the issue, but can you explain your reluctance to find a romantic partnership? If I understand, it will help me see why I should focus on your other needs.”

“It’s pretty simple, Angel; I’m wanted by a few very dangerous people and corporations. I’m always on the move. I’m not a one-night-stand kind of girl, you know? I want something romantic, but I can’t devote the bandwidth I need to it right now. I’ve done pretty well in the friend department, but that’s all luck, you know? I happened to meet people I liked whose goals sort of aligned with mine. If I had something romantic with someone like that, it might work out for a while, but that hasn’t been in the cards, has it?”

“No, I suppose not. Thank you for explaining.”

“There’s more to it than that, actually. I’ve thought about it, and, well, if something happens, if someone from my past catches up to me, I’d have to bail. I think friends will understand that, especially if I explain myself, but someone who’s in love with me? I think it would be a lot harder.”

“I … would it be hard for you as well, or just the person you might be in a relationship with?”

“Both of us, you goof!”

“I must admit, I was only thinking of your welfare in my earlier concerns about your romantic well-being. It makes sense that you’d also be concerned about a mate’s feelings. I’m going to have to spend some time ruminating on this matter. Before you get into your book, I have something you might find interesting.”

“What’s that?” Juliet crawled atop her acceleration couch and, with a sigh, scooched back onto her pillow.

“When we were in the gunship earlier, I noted what I thought might be the original universal ship identification number on an exposed piece of the frame. I ran it through the Sol System Flight Regulating Commission to see what records they had on the ship’s ownership history.”

“Oh my gosh! Why didn’t I think of that? Why didn’t Alice or Bennet?”

“They probably did but haven’t gotten around to it. Or perhaps they got a report when they claimed the salvage but haven’t looked at it closely. I thought it might be interesting to see the ship’s prior designations.”

“Yeah, I would say that would be very interesting. Tell me what you found!”

“Originally commissioned in 2056, the ship was designated the Takamoto Sakura. It was sold as scrap in 2062 but resurfaced in 2064 as the Venus Thresher. The ship was registered as destroyed and lost in combat in 2072. It resurfaced in 2080, purchased from a private individual by a shipyard on Mars, and later recommissioned as the Gorgon III. Again, the ship was registered as destroyed or lost in combat in 2089 and hasn’t been registered again since.”

“So, it’s been either sitting around as junk or flown illegally for nearly twenty years?”

“That’s correct.”

“What did its original name mean? The Sakura part.” Juliet liked the sound of it, but was it bad luck to take on the ship’s original name? She wanted to know what it meant before she pursued the question.

“Sakura is the Japanese name for the cherry blossom. It was their national flower.”

“Was?”

“Well, like most of the nation-states on Earth, Japan exists mostly as a culture now. Various corporate conglomerates hold those lands and control the political climate in that part of the world.”

“Oh, yeah, I get your meaning. Well, Sakura was a heck of a lot different from its other names. Thresher? Gorgon III? I don’t like those. I almost want to give it its old name again. Do you think Shiro and the others would go for it?”

“Perhaps, but don’t be hasty; it’s not a decision that needs to be made anytime soon.”

“Yeah, good point.” Juliet chuckled, an image running through her mind. “Imagine if we painted it real nice, like a pale blue or something, and then had a bunch of cherry blossoms along the sides, behind the cannon barrels. Heck, what if we kept the name but used the English version? Could you imagine what pirates would think when the Cherry Blossom started collecting bounties?” She scooched further into her pillow, imagining the scene as the beautiful, deadly gunship with its frilly name started taking names and kicking ass.

“I rather enjoy that image.” Juliet could hear the same wistfulness she was feeling in Angel’s voice.

“Something to think about, anyway. Won’t hurt to propose the idea.” Sighing and shaking her head, bringing herself back to the present moment, she started prying open the box containing her expensive paper artifact. In her opinion, owning a book was one thing, but she should also be able to say she’d read it.

Perhaps guessing at her motivations, Angel said, “I could get you a digital copy of that book so that you don’t sully or damage the pages …”

“No, Angel. I want to experience it. I’ve only ever seen people reading books like this in vids. I’ll be careful.”

“Don’t bend the pages.”

“Huh? Why would I?”

“People used to do that—bend the top corner of the page to mark their reading progress.”

“Uh, don’t worry. I won’t.” As she spoke, she finally got the book out of the box and, with a pent-up breath, carefully began turning the pages, starting with the flyleaf and working her way past the table of contents to the first page of the story. As she began to read, she lost herself to the beautiful prose and the images that came into her mind. For the first time in a long while, the worries of the day slipped away entirely as she put herself in Carl Corey’s shoes and began to unravel the mystery of his amnesia.

If she hadn’t had a clock on her AUI, she wouldn’t have realized how much time had passed when Alice spoke into the crew comms.

“Lockdown is lifted! I’ll wait around for a while to see if we get that transfer from the clearinghouse, but we should be able to start burning for Luna tonight.”

Juliet blinked her eyes and closed the thick book, trusting Angel to remember what page she’d been on. Looking at her clock, she saw she’d been reading for nearly four hours. “I’ve never read for so long without realizing it!”

“It’s a good story, isn’t it?”

“Did you read ahead on a digital copy?”

“No! I’m reading with you.”

“Good!” Juliet laughed and gently placed the book back in its protective case. “Promise me you won’t! I want you to read this one with me.”

“I promise. I enjoy the shared experience, too.” Angel paused momentarily, then added, “I have another project I’m working on while I wait for you to turn the pages, anyway.”

“Oh?”

“Yes! I’m designing a flight and combat simulation program for you. We’ll need you to get a dream-rig to take full advantage of it. I’m also creating a self-paced curriculum with interactive lessons for you so that you’ll easily pass the SSFRC pilot licensing exam.”

“Really? Thank you, Angel; that’s really sweet. Um, do I need a pilot’s license?”

“Not everywhere, but some ports won’t let an unlicensed pilot dock. Some jobs or clients might require one as well.”

“Thanks for thinking of that. I’m excited to get into your simulation, too! If I end up going to learn or work with one of Alice’s friends, it’ll probably be best if I know a thing or two about flying, huh?”

“Exactly my thinking.”

Juliet loved the feeling she got when Angel sounded proud of herself. For probably the hundredth time in the last week, she reflected on how lucky she was to have her. She wondered about the mysterious guy who’d given her away. He’d been minutes from death, and instead of taking the PAI to the grave, he’d wanted to give her to Juliet. He’d wanted to give a complete stranger a chance at something more. She wished she could do something to honor his memory.

“First, I need to learn more about him,” she muttered.

“What?” Angel sounded entirely confused.

“Something of a long-term goal I just thought of, Angel. I’m afraid it has to do with WBD, and I don’t think we’re quite ready to take them on.”

“I agree. You’re getting closer, though. You’re a long way from the naive scrap cutter I first met when you put me in your head.”

“You’re not exactly the same either, sister. Not even close.”
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BURNING TOWARD HOME

Juliet read through the language on the contract, but after a few paragraphs of legalese, she decided to trust Angel to analyze the wording. “They’re not trying to jerk me around with all this fancy language, are they?”

“No, it’s a boilerplate contract—they’ve only filled in certain portions with the details pertinent to your arrangement. I don’t see anything duplicitous; they’ve included all the terms you discussed, including a provision for a simple majority vote to force liquidation if the gunship isn’t operable in six months’ time.”

“And the pilot clause?”

“Yes, you are guaranteed first consideration for the position, though hiring any pilot will require a sixty percent majority vote.”

Juliet nodded and laboriously stood up from her couch; the Kowashi was burning at one-point-two Gs toward Luna. They’d been away from Titan for thirteen hours, but it still felt good to know she was speeding away from that place. Juliet had never even laid eyes on Levkin, and she was fine to keep it that way. If all went well on Luna, he’d be a wanted criminal before long. “Yeah, right. People like Levkin never see the inside of a jail cell.”

“He’ll likely have several legal recourses to avoid such punishment, yes. His status on megacorporation boards and political councils on more than one planetary system will make it difficult to prosecute him. Still, he’ll lose some clout, and Lilia will gain some powerful allies who will be able to keep her safe as she grows.” Angel’s pragmatic response was a little depressing to Juliet; why were there two different systems of justice for the plebes and the powerful and wealthy?

“Whatever happened to justice being blind?” The question was rhetorical, and Angel knew it, remaining silent. Thinking about Levkin and his likely escape from true repercussions for his crimes brought Juliet’s thinking around to her sister. “What about Emma, Angel? Have you been able to see if she’s doing all right?”

“Your sister is in a low-risk penitentiary, and her record indicates that she’s been awarded several privileges for good behavior. Her eight-year sentence is already showing a high likelihood for early parole. Her first hearing will be in two years and four months.” After a short pause, Angel added, somewhat hesitantly, “I have a vid feed from the prison yard if you’d like to see her. It’s from last week.”

“How?”

“The prison operates a pay-per-view public access network. The cameras are only in the nonprivate areas of the prison, though some inmates earn extra stipends by allowing them in their cells. Your sister doesn’t have a cell cam.”

“How long have you known about this?” Juliet struggled with her feelings, some part of her annoyed that Angel hadn’t told her about the camera footage immediately, and another, more reasonable voice, reminding her she hadn’t shown much interest. Was Angel supposed to read her mind?

“I suppose some part of me has known since you first told me that your sister was in the correctional facility in Phoenix. I researched the corporate prisons in the metro area, looking for your sister’s name, and when I found it, I learned nearly every publicly available detail about the prison. I … should have known you’d want to see her. I’m sorry.”

“Oh, don’t apologize. It’s not like I indicated I was looking for anything like that. Besides, you’ve been busy helping me stay alive, dealing with more pressing matters. I’m not surprised this detail wasn’t something you brought up.”

“That’s partially true. I don’t … think like a normal PAI. I have my own interests and priorities, and I put a lot of information aside. And sometimes, my judgment about what to focus on isn’t always perfect. I hope you don’t find me less—”

“Hey, stop it. That’s what I like about you, silly. You’re real, Angel. Those things make up your personality. Anyway, you told me about it now, and now is when I’m interested, so what am I complaining about?”

“So, you do want to see the footage?”

“I want to see her, but that whole thing sounds sketchy. Gross.”

“Yes, it’s rather exploitative.” Taking her words literally, Angel opened a window in Juliet’s AUI, and a video began to play. It showed a high-angle view of a typical prison yard. Concrete covered the ground, and chain-link fences rose up around the perimeter with razor wire on the top. Drones buzzed in the sky, and inmates, all female, were scattered around doing various activities. Some women were playing a weird game involving bouncing a ball and jumping in a pattern drawn with chalk. Others were clustered around a set of gym equipment. The largest group of inmates sat or stood around aluminum picnic tables, talking or playing tabletop games.

Angel did something to the footage, isolating a corner and zooming in on a pair of inmates standing near the fence, chatting. As soon as her focus was forced on the two, Juliet immediately recognized her sister. She’d always been a little shorter than Juliet, and her hair was naturally darker. Still, she looked a lot like Juliet pictured herself. She had the same olive skin and pale, green eyes flecked with gray and brown under dark, thick brows.

Her sister had cut her hair short, the sides almost buzzed, and she had new tattoos on her neck. A pair of skeleton hands reached up from her collarbones to hold a broken red heart at the center of her sister’s throat, and Juliet felt instantly ashamed that she had no idea what the tattoo was meant to signify. Regardless, Emma was laughing in the video, and her eyes looked genuinely happy. The woman she spoke with laughed, too, and they seemed to be trading funny quips. Juliet could see from her body language that Emma was completely relaxed, and she looked far healthier than the last time they’d been together. “Damn, Angel. I think prison is doing her some good.”

“She does appear to have a friend and doesn’t seem wary of being shanked.”

Juliet barked a short laugh. “Shanked?”

“Much of the contemporary prison fiction involves inmates creating improvised knives and shivving or shanking their rivals.”

“I don’t think that’s something that happens a lot in low-security prisons.” Juliet shook her head. “You’ve gotta be careful getting an education from fiction.”

“I find that historical fiction is often more trustworthy than the corporate-approved news sites and databases.”

Juliet frowned. “You’ve got a point, I guess.” She looked back at her sister, watched her laugh with her friend a while longer, and added, “Thanks for showing me this. I feel a lot better about her being in there, even if it isn’t exactly fair.” Juliet had been thinking about her sister, about maybe trying to get her out early, legally or not, but the more she considered her enemies in the world, especially WBD, the more she felt she was safer inside the prison. WBD could probably still get to her in there, but if Juliet never showed any interest, maybe they’d leave her alone. At least, that was her hope.

She closed the video window and then got dressed in some gym clothes—pale blue tights, a moisture-wicking tank top, and her new cross-trainers; she’d had Aya pick them up for her a few hours before they left port on Titan. Thus girded for pain and sweat, she began to make her way down to the hold. She didn’t run into anyone on the way, and when she stepped off the lift and walked down the corridor to the cargo hold door, she said, or more accurately, groaned, “All right, let’s get this over with. I can’t believe I agreed to train with Honey, followed by weights with Bennet.”

“Excellent economization of your time!” Angel was far too enthusiastic for Juliet’s taste. She pressed her synthetic palm to the door panel, and the door clicked then whooshed open. The hold was bright, all the overhead floodlights turned on, and the gunship looked different in the harsh illumination. Its scars and mismatched paint were a lot more noticeable. Even with those defects, it resembled nothing more than an angry monster held down by chains. She could imagine it straining against them, wanting loose, and Juliet smiled, drawing the analogy out further, considering herself and the others something like monster tamers. They had to treat the gunship’s wounds, befriend it, and then, when it was rejuvenated, Juliet would ride it into battle.

“Yo,” Bennet called from the right. Juliet turned her gaze that way to see the weight rack had been set up and, on a five-by-five-meter section of mats nearby, Honey was stretching, wearing clothes similar to Juliet’s—she’d also benefited from Aya’s shopping skills. Bennet sat on one of the weight benches, already drenched in sweat.

“Hey,” Juliet replied, walking toward them. “Where’s Aya?”

“She wasn’t in the mood—wanted to work in the gunship. She’s stripping some of the old wiring.” Bennet shrugged, then added, “We’ve both been working on it—getting as much of the old, dead stuff out as we can and doing a proper inventory of the parts we’ll need. When we’re done here, I’m gonna start disassembling that port VTOL drive. You wanna help?”

“Of course!”

“Cool. Ready to move some heavy stuff around?” He grinned, jerking his thumb toward the stacked plates.

“No, no, Bennet!” Honey jumped to her feet. “I get her first.”

Juliet shook her head, half laughing, half groaning, and after pulling off her shoes, stepped onto the mat. “We starting with those today?” Juliet nodded toward the two weighted black nylon practice swords Bennet and Aya had picked up on one of their prelaunch outings.

“Sure, but let’s stretch and do some sparring first. When was the last time you practiced? I mean, other than when you were fighting for your life?”

“It’s been a while.” Juliet sighed. She rotated her mechanical arm, wincing at the twinge in her shoulder and the clicking sounds that emanated from the elbow and wrist. “You gotta take it easy on this arm, all right? Don’t throw me with it.”

“Okay, we’ll go slow. Come on; you lead the stretching.” Honey moved to stand before her, both of them near the center of the mat. From the corner of her eye, Juliet saw Bennet sliding his bench closer so he could watch from a better angle.

Juliet took a deep breath through her nose, squared her shoulders, and said, “Start with neck rolls.” Leading by example, she began to roll her neck around in a circle, enjoying the stretching sensation and savoring each tiny pop. Honey followed her lead, and that started off a very painful hour-long session of throws, groundwork, and grappling. By the time they were done reviewing just about everything Juliet had learned at the dojo, she was tired, sore, and ready for a hot shower. Honey wasn’t having it, though.

“Now, pick up that sword,” she told her, snatching up her own.

“You sure we should go so hard on day one, sis?” Juliet padded over to the practice sword and picked it up, smiling at its sturdy heft. She whipped it left and right a couple of times, her arm accompanying the moves with whirs and clicks.

“Yeah. It’s best to learn new things when you’re tired. Well, that might be bologna, but Sensei said it enough that I believe him. Now, stand in front of me here and try to copy my movements. We’re going to start very slow with the sword. How to hold it, how to respect it, and maybe a couple of guard transitions.”

At some point during their earlier sparring, Bennet had grown bored and gone to help Aya, so Juliet didn’t have to worry about looking like an idiot as she asked, “Guard positions?”

“Guard positions or postures are ways to stand with your sword held ready. It’s like when you get into a fighting stance for hand-to-hand; you’re getting your body set to move and react a certain way.”

As Juliet mimicked Honey’s movements, trying to hold her practice sword the same way she did, Honey spoke at length about how to respect a blade, how to understand that she was a novice and that every time she handled a sword, be it dull nylon or deadly steel, she needed to practice good habits. “If you ingrain these habits into your muscle memory, someday, when you draw that monoblade, you might avoid killing yourself or a nearby friend. Or, I don’t know, poking a hole in your spaceship.”

“Sure. It’s like trigger discipline, in a way.”

“Exactly!” Honey nodded, then the two of them practiced “drawing” their swords for the next twenty minutes, holding them at their sides with one hand and pulling them into a “middle guard.” Honey said that Sensei had occasionally used Japanese terms for the various guard postures, but usually kept things simple. “I don’t have the right accent or knowledge to use those terms, I’m afraid.”

“No worries. If I wanna learn more about the art, I can have Angel do some research.”

“Already done,” Angel deadpanned.

“Yeah, for sure. Now, let’s practice taking forward steps in this guard position.”

Juliet nodded and, once again, spent twenty minutes mimicking Honey’s very basic-seeming movements. She knew from experience that, in fighting, form and technique were very important, so Juliet didn’t get bored, didn’t get impatient. Instead, she enjoyed the fact that Honey was starting her on a fundamental level and building her up instead of throwing a practice sword at her and expecting her to start batting it around in some kind of spastic attempt to learn on the fly.

As they wrapped up Juliet’s very first sword lesson, Angel said, “Bennet asked that you message him when you’re done. Shall I do so?”

“Yeah.” Juliet turned to Honey. “You gonna lift with us?”

“Sure, but nothing heavy. I’m not trying to bulk up.”

“Oh, sis.” Juliet laughed. “Please do me a favor and tell Bennet that!”

An hour later, Juliet staggered out of the cargo hold, her legs and arms feeling like jelly, and her clothes, despite their moisture-wicking properties, completely drenched in sweat. She’d gotten into the workout, enjoying how it allowed her to tax her body mindlessly, pushing away all the thoughts she constantly had racing through her mind and focusing on something as simple as ensuring she was isolating her muscles properly during each lift.

“I really enjoy deadlifts, you know?” she remarked as she walked toward the lift.

“They’re a very efficient way to train your body. Speaking of which, would you like to see your updated numbers?”

“Hold off, Angel! Let’s get back to Luna first.”

“Excellent idea. I think with the time you’ll be spending working with Honey and Bennet, you’re likely to see some gains over the next couple of weeks.”

“Yeah. Exactly. Speaking of gains, you messaged Dr. Ladia, right?”

“Yes, I gave her our estimated arrival time and asked her to schedule you an appointment. I’m sure we’ll have a message waiting for us.”

“And my bit balance?”

“255,784 Sol-bits. I didn’t bother adding the Bumble money; I’ll transfer it to the new gunship corporation as soon as it’s registered on Luna.”

“Think of that, Angel,” Juliet said, stepping onto the lift. “If you do count those funds, I’ve got around half a million bits. I never imagined I’d have that kind of cash.” The lift jerked and rumbled its way up. “Let’s make a list of priorities: what should I invest in next? You mentioned I need a dream-rig, but those are only a few thousand. Are there any cybernetics I should aim for?”

“I’ll start putting together a list of ideas.”

“Cool.” Juliet lifted her rubbery, weak left arm to her head, brushing some sweaty strands of hair behind an ear. She was looking forward to her shower, but she really craved a good soak in a tub. “Not a luxury that’s available on the Kowashi, I guess …”

She’d just stepped off the lift when Angel spoke up again. “Juliet, I have some news.”

Juliet stopped in her tracks and, standing in the amber lights of the battered, stained plasteel corridor, asked, “News?”

“Yes, it’s about the video message you received from Ghoul—Cassie.”

“Ah.” Juliet sighed, leaned a shoulder against the corridor wall, and braced herself for whatever Angel was about to spring on her. “Let’s hear it.”

“When you told me something about the message didn’t ‘feel right,’ I did some modifications to Fido and set him loose analyzing every bit, every pixel, every sound wave in that video. He had to scrape the net for references, but after a truly exhaustive examination, he’s come to the conclusion that the video is, in fact, not genuine. I’ve looked at his work and concur with his findings.”

“What? You had Fido working on this? Where? Is he running in your chip with you?”

“No, I downloaded him to your deck.”

“So—Oh, never mind. The video is fake?”

“Yes.”

“That means someone is watching Ghoul, or at least snooping her messages, right? I mean, you sent her that address on an encrypted line. Whoever faked that video must have, like, monitoring software in her PAI or something, right?”

“That would be my bet.”

“Those tricky bastards. Think about it, Angel; they sent me a nice, sweet little note from my old friend, saying she was getting back into operating and that she was sorry, blah, blah, blah. I bet I’ll get another message in a week or two, and it’ll be Ghoul asking me to help her with a gig; something too good to pass up.”

“If you do receive such a message, it will be a good confirmation that she’s been compromised.”

“Yeah. I guess that’s one way to look at it. Dammit! What a bummer; I was looking forward to maybe seeing her again soon. It’s gotta be WBD, don’t you think?”

“I don’t know who else would be able to figure out that you were friends with Ghoul. Nobody at Grave knew anything of your connection to her.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t think WBD did either. Let’s not rule anything out. For now, though, I think it’s best if I don’t respond to any of her messages. Or, well, if I do, I’ll say something to throw them off my scent even further. I’ll send ’em on a goose chase.”

“That’s a clever idea, Juliet. If we know they’re using that channel to attempt to trap you, we can use it against them.”

“Yep.” Juliet smiled and started walking again. As usual, she was glad for Angel’s approval, but she wasn’t precisely thrilled she’d been right about that message. She’d wanted it to be genuine. She’d wanted Ghoul—or Cassie, if that was really the name she was using now—to be okay, to be in the clear. It had seemed too good to be true, though. WBD was still looking for her back on Earth, and they had long arms and a lot of fingers.

She shook her head and tried to push those thoughts away. “Let’s take a shower, then we can see what Cel’s cooking up. I can smell something good coming from the mess.”
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EPILOGUE PART ONE
Juliet inhaled the fresh air, the scent of flowers and pollen heavy on the breeze, and sat on the bench beside a babbling fountain. She watched Honey, Peter Voronov, and Lilia talking and laughing, standing together a short walk down the path near a patch of grassy lawn inside Voronov’s Luna estate. Honey had wanted Juliet to come along, but she’d felt like sitting it out; the whole thing was awkward to her. Voronov didn’t know Lilia was Alexander’s clone, and Juliet didn’t think she could keep up the lie while he spoke to Lilia as though she were his long-lost niece.
It bothered her that Honey and the PAI running the show in Lilia’s head didn’t fully trust Peter. After all, he’d done everything he could to save the girl, hiring Juliet and getting her in touch with Lemur.
Thinking it over, she frowned. When she laid it out like that, he really hadn’t done all that much. Maybe caution was the right play for the young clone. “And that’s why I’m not down there. My poker face isn’t up to it.”
“You do tend to wear your emotions on your sleeve, as they say.” Juliet wasn’t sure if she should be happy or chastened by Angel’s quick agreement. She decided to let it pass, continuing to watch Lilia’s antics. She was acting the part of a little girl a lot more effectively in front of Peter than she had back on the ship. Juliet had hardly seen her throughout the journey from Titan, and when she had, the girl, as often as not, tended to stare into space, clearly doing something mentally. Juliet imagined it had something to do with curating or writing Voronov’s brain patterns.
“Do you think I should tell him?” she subvocalized.
“I think it would upset Honey a great deal, and there is the very real risk that Peter can’t be trusted as much as you’d like. If he knew what his brother had done, he’d have grounds to have her seized, and Alexander’s fortune transferred to himself.”
“Yeah. I guess we can wait and see. I’ll check in with Honey frequently; I think she’ll be honest with me about how things are going with the girl.” Juliet stared at Peter for a moment, watching his chiseled features bend into soft smiles and laughs. His eyes were bright as they followed Lilia’s movements, and almost without trying, Juliet began to hear his thoughts.
What a wonderful child! She looks just like Alexander. I can’t believe she’s here, alive. I’ll need to see that woman is rewarded, and this one, too. She might be a bit annoying, but Alexander liked her. I’ll keep her around, make sure she’s well compensated.
Hah! What a voice she has, this little one! We’ll get her singing lessons. Piano lessons, too. Lessons! She should know how to swim!
We should go; time enough for that when we’re safe. Time to pay off this mercenary, and then we can disappear for a while.
Standing from where he’d been kneeling before Lilia, Peter looked Juliet’s way and approached, leaving Honey to pick up the child and watch him from a distance. Juliet blinked her eyes a few times, strangely disoriented as she came back to herself. She glanced at Honey, and her eyes met Juliet’s momentarily. She offered the very slightest of shrugs. The expression said a lot: “Thanks for not ruining things,” “Sorry I put you up to this,” “I promise we’ll talk soon,” “Trust me,” “I owe you.” Juliet nodded to her, trying to convey just as many things with her little gesture.
“Lucky! I can’t believe you pulled it off! Lilia says you were a true heroine!” His accent was still thick, but his voice was a good deal brighter and more cheerful than when they’d met at the Mirage. It felt like a million years ago.
“More like I lived up to my moniker yet again. I’ll take the compliment, anyway. She’s an … interesting child.” Juliet stood up and looked Voronov in the eye. “You ready to tell me what Levkin wanted with her?”
“It’s complicated and not something I can share. I’m sorry about that, but there’s still far too much at stake.” Juliet nodded as he spoke, confirming, at least to herself, that he was full of shit—he didn’t know what Levkin had wanted with the girl. “In any case, she’s confirmed that her PAI captured footage that will implicate Levkin in the murder of my brother. Your part of our arrangement has been fulfilled, and if you’ll upload the contract we both signed, I’ll arrange for the payment of your fee and bonus.”
“Do you need any time? The contract will draw eyes toward Lilia.”
“No. Now that we have access to Alexander’s funds, and with the evidence she has, we’ll have all the protection we need.” He held out his hand, and Juliet took it in hers. Her joints clicked and scraped as they shook, and he looked down at the scarred-up appendage. “You should be able to afford some repairs now, no?”
“Definitely. Thanks, Voronov. Tell Honey I’ll be in touch, will you?” Juliet looked over his shoulder and saw Honey leaning forward, hands on her knees, watching the girl as she babbled about some flowers on the other side of the lawn. Was she really happy playing pretend with that … She almost thought of the girl as a thing again and chastised herself. If Honey believed Lilia was something … more, then she should be understanding. What would anyone think of the way she felt about Angel?
“Of course, of course. I’d invite you for dinner, but we have to move to a more secure location, and I’d rather no one knew the exact address.”
“No worries. Just don’t cut Honey’s comms, or I’ll have to come find her.” Juliet met his eyes, unblinking, letting him know there was no humor in her words.
“Understood. Thank you again, Lucky.” With that, he turned and sauntered back toward the lawn. Juliet watched him, his loose, exquisitely expensive slacks and shirt rippling softly in the breeze. For someone who’d been “nearly out of funds,” he’d still managed to keep himself clothed and housed pretty damn comfortably.
She turned and started down the path to the estate’s gate, muttering, “Maybe it is best that they don’t trust him completely.”
“I concur,” Angel replied. Juliet smiled; she’d definitely take Honey’s decision to stay with Lilia a lot harder if she didn’t have Angel.
“If she wasn’t going to leave her to go home to help with her little cousins, she sure isn’t going to leave her to go adventuring with me, right?”
“I don’t know if that’s a good comparison—” Angel started to say.
“Yeah, I know. I’m just being bitchy. She sure seemed to take Temo’s death in stride, though. She honestly believes it was a coincidence. I think Levkin or … Do you think Voronov might have done it? To keep her with him? I mean, so Temo wouldn’t bug her about coming home?”
“You mean Alexander?”
“Yeah.” Juliet made the last turn, exiting the garden, and saw the gate before her. She decided there wasn’t anything she could do about Honey or the mystery of Temo’s death, and she didn’t feel like torturing herself over it anymore. “Did you submit the contract to the SOA?”
“Yes; it should clear their filters in the next few minutes, and then Peter Voronov will be able to access and pay the completion fee.”
“Let’s hope he gives me a good review,” Juliet spoke aloud. When the guard at the gate stared at her, she winked, striding past him toward the red-and-black Crater Cab Co. sedan waiting for her at the curb. “You got the address for the hangar Bennet rented?” While Luna City was almost a hundred percent traversed via mass transit, this dome, where most of the rich people lived, had streets, cars, and cabs. More than that, Juliet had learned that “highway” systems, essentially domed roads, ran between many of the domes. They were used by cabs like hers, freight trucks, buses, and, of course, by rich people who wanted to ride in luxury vehicles.
“Yes. I already forwarded it to the cab. Are you sure you don’t want to get an apartment while you’re here?”
“Why? I’m going to want to keep lifting with Bennet, and I think it’ll be fun to work on the gunship during my downtime. I mean, with simulated pilot lessons, Dr. Ming sessions, and reading that box of paperbacks that Aya got me, I’ll be busy enough. Why waste time traveling between domes to stay in some corpo tower when I have a perfectly good bunk inside the gunship?”
“I might make an argument for the benefits of socialization …”
“Nah, nah—I’ve got about a month before I have to book passage to Jupiter and meet Alice’s friend. I intend to make the most of that time.” Juliet stretched out her legs in the spacious passenger compartment of the cab. “Now, let’s go over what I’m going to ask Ladia in my appointment tomorrow morning.” As she spoke, she remembered an earlier conversation and a to-do item she’d forgotten. “Shit! Did you order the dream-rig?”
“Yes.” Angel’s electronic voice somehow sighed more believably than any flesh-and-blood person Juliet had known. “Of course I did. It will be delivered to the hangar before the end of the week.”
“You got the one with the G-force simulator, right?”
“Yes, it cost an additional seven thousand Sol-bits.”
“Probably worth it, don’t you think?”
“As we discussed, it will prepare you much more realistically for what you’ll face in the Jovian System.”
“Do you think I’m doing the right thing? Going out there to work with Alice’s friend? Did you find anything out about the guy?”
“Nicholas Grant, currently working for Greater Gas Corporation, has a long list of previous employers. His first public record of fighter piloting comes from Venus fourteen years ago. He was a member of the Sedona Station Militia and fought against the Viejas Pirates that terrorized the inner system in the early nineties. After winning commendations for valor and—”
“Hold up, Angel. You can write me a summary and file it, okay? What time’s my appointment with Ladia?”
“At 0700—she’s set aside the entire day to work with you.”
“Right. So back to my earlier question. What are we going to ask her about? I mean, further enhancements.”
“First, you’ll need to pay her for your arm surgery; the prosthetic is paid in full, but the surgery will be nearly twenty thousand bits. You want to inquire about shunts and ports for your lungs and vascular system to work with active-system acceleration couches. You want to see about exchanging your medical nanite organ for a higher-tier one, specifically one that has the capability of banking essential nutrients, minerals, and other cellular building blocks. Additionally, we agreed you would ask if she could direct us to a fabricator for the active cooling system I designed for your blood.”
“To keep me from stroking out if the lattice goes into overdrive.”
“Correct, though ‘stroking out’ isn’t exactly the right way to phrase what happens as the lattice gets hot.”
“I know, I know. It’s just going to cool the blood going into my head?” Juliet tried to picture it, imagining the worst ice cream headache in the history of the human race.
“Yes, I designed it in three parts—two small, flexible sleeves that will sit beneath your skin, around your carotid and vertebral arteries. Flexible tubing will connect those to a refrigeration unit about the size of an apple nestled in your torso.”
“And I won’t notice a mechanical, apple-size object in my chest?”
“Not in your chest—we’ll house it among your intestines. I shouldn’t have said apple; that’s the correct mass but not the right shape. It’s more like a cucumber, and only parts of it are hard. Most of it is quite flexible. You won’t notice it.”
“Just make sure it doesn’t freeze my brain unless the lattice is really heating things up.”
“That’s the plan.” Angel’s tone wasn’t flippant, exactly, but she might sound a little annoyed. Was she tired of Juliet asking her to go over things they’d already covered days ago while burning toward Luna?
“You know I remember most of this stuff, it just helps me relax to know I’m not forgetting something, right?”
“Yes. It’s not a problem. I was thinking, Juliet, you should ask for a new data port. I could use more coprocessors and memory. The only problem is that I’ll have to sever most of the nerve connections I’ve made to you.”
“What?” Juliet nearly shouted, alarm in her voice. Hadn’t Angel said that part of who she was came from the connections she’d made to Juliet, not just emotionally but physically?
“Only temporarily, Juliet! I’ll sever the synth-nerves outside the data port and reconnect when the new port is installed. I won’t lie to you—this will be a difficult procedure for me and not a little dangerous. It gives me a good idea of what fear feels like. That said, I think you should purchase a high-end data port so we don’t have to do it again for a long while.”
“Do you really need it? Can’t we upgrade my current port?”
“Only the memory, and then only a small amount compared to some of the A-tier data ports.”
“Okay, we’ll talk to the doc about it. Anything else?”
“There are, quite literally, millions of cybernetic enhancements and cosmetics you could purchase, but those are the most critical. Oh, one more thing!” Angel’s enthusiasm brought a chuckle out of Juliet as she watched Luna’s gray expanse outside the narrow dome covering the roadway. She looked at the map on her AUI and saw they were about halfway from the Alder Dale Dome to the B2 Port Dome, the location of the hangar they’d rented for the gunship.
“One more thing, huh?”
“Yes! Your arm will be capable of speeds similar to those exhibited by Jensen and that fellow who nearly killed you on Titan. Make sure Dr. Ladia runs a high-capacity nerve backbone from the prosthetic to your new data port. That way, you’ll be able to control the arm at high speeds when I boost your mental acuity.”
“So when you speed up my brain, and I go to move my arm, it won’t feel like I’m stuck in molasses?”
“That’s right.” The cab slowed as another “highway” tube merged traffic into theirs and widened.
“Does it harm me to think or move that fast? Remember that guy we did our first job with?”
“Don?”
“Yeah. Remember how much he twitched all the time?”
“That was more an effect of poor-quality synth-nerves and electrical boosts to synthetic muscle fibers. When I help your brain move at faster-than-usual speeds, I’m far more careful. More than that, you have a very high neural adaptiveness threshold. So long as the boosts are for short intervals, and you give your brain time to recover, you won’t suffer any adverse effects.”
“And the arm? It’s designed for it?”
“Exactly. The arm you are purchasing is very high-end tech.”
“Cool.” Juliet leaned her head against the glass of the cab’s window, watching the strange, desolate expanse of the moon’s surface roll by.
“Look out the other window, Juliet. You can see the Luna City Dome.” Juliet followed Angel’s advice and looked to her left. Sure enough, past the other traffic lane, through the clear surface of the narrow dome, she saw the fairy-tale, silver-and-glass towers of Luna City rising toward the semiopaque dome that covered the city. It had to be twenty kilometers or more away, but the city was huge, and it filled most of the horizon in that direction. Juliet might have had trouble seeing the dome’s material from the inside, but it was hard to miss on the outside. Angel had to dim her optics as she stared at the top of it, where it reflected the sun’s light.
“It’s beautiful,” she breathed softly. It was true; she had to admit, from a distance, Luna City was one of the most beautiful things she’d ever seen. “I guess I haven’t seen enough of it up close to say the beauty doesn’t hold up under scrutiny. Maybe we should go out a few times while I’m here—see some of the nicer clubs or restaurants, visit a museum or two. I don’t know.”
“I think that would be good for you.”
“For us,” Juliet corrected. “You’re probably not looking forward to being cooped up in a hangar for a month, either.”
“No,” Angel replied, a chuckle in her voice. “I suppose I’m not. Yes, I think that would be nice. Let’s start with the Luna City Zoo.”
They rode in silence for a while, the cab having to slow down several times because of congestion. Juliet daydreamed about sword fighting, ship battles, and weird scenes where she tried to imagine reunions with her sister, Ghoul, and even Honey after her friend snapped out of it and left Lilia to her family’s care. The scenes were weird because she tried to imagine showing them around the gunship or the Kowashi, and the fantasies began to unwind, falling apart. She tried to think of realistic alternatives, and was picturing herself visiting Phoenix and staying in a nice hotel to greet her sister and ease her into her strange new life when Angel interrupted her thoughts.
“Your SOA card has been updated, and we received payment from Voronov. It seems Alice and Shiro marked your job for them complete. Also, you’ve received quite a bump in your rating!”
“Really? All right, all right, let’s see it.”
“Before I share your status compilation, I’d like you to know I’m no longer ranking your wealth against my database. I find the numbers to be wildly inconsistent when compared to common databases for top earners, corporate pay scales, etcetera. I’m going to leave that section blank while I try to devise a better way to make comparisons for you.”
“Oh, jeez. What will I do without you telling me my wealth ranking?” Juliet snorted. “Actually, it’s kind of suspicious that you’re changing things now that I have a pretty fat bank account.” She held up her hand, forestalling more explanations from Angel. “Just show me the tables, please.”
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	Welding	C +5
	Electrical	D +1
	Parts Fabrication	D +1
	Combustion & Electrical Engine Repair	D +1
	Other:	Piloting – Spacefaring Craft	D +1
	Piloting – Personal Exoskeletal Craft	C +20
	High-Performance Driving/Navigation	D +1
	Negotiation and Conflict Avoidance	D +1
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EPILOGUE PART TWO

Kline touched the power switch for his Royce Industries sports coupe, slowly exhaling through his nose as the H-cell wound down, savoring the manufactured, throaty rumble the vehicle made as it shuddered softly, reminding the occupants that it had plenty of power under its sleek hood. It was an interesting commentary on the human race, he mused. The way people liked to feel the power of their vehicles even if the rumbles and shakes were simulated. What made people think a car should sound like that, feel like that? Old movies with big petrol-guzzling sports cars? Kline shook his head. That couldn’t be it; he’d hardly watched ten movies in his life, and …

“This is it?” Rachel asked from the passenger seat. Her words cut through his reverie; he’d almost forgotten she was in the vehicle with him.

“Yes.” Kline looked out the windscreen at the unassuming little adobe ranch house. It was well maintained, with nicely manicured landscaping, but hardly where you’d expect to find one of the most powerful people on the North American continent. He looked at Rachel, giving her silky, navy business suit a once over. “You have a bit of lint on your left shoulder.” He bared his teeth at her. “Anything?”

“Pearly white.” Rachel frowned, the corners of her red-painted lips turning down rather unattractively. “She’s that fussy?”

“No sense exposing our bellies.” He looked at her again, saw how she rubbed her palm on the seat’s upholstery, and tried reassuring her. “Just follow my lead. Don’t speak unless she addresses you directly, and stick to the script we talked about.”

“Right.” She looked at him, eyes a little wide, a little nervous. “Wouldn’t mind a hit off that vape of yours.”

“Sorry. Quit.” Kline touched the button on his door, and it whirred open. Cicadas hummed in the air, and the heat was instantly oppressive. “That’s Texas for you.”

“I thought they only buzzed in the summer.” Rachel turned in a slow circle, shielding her eyes from the glare as though she could see the bugs in the mesquites.

“Some genius working for some corp genned up a new breed. They’re buzzing all year now.”

“Huh.” Rachel walked around the car, the gravel crunching under her narrow-toed dress heels. Kline nodded, straightened his suit jacket, and started toward the porch, following the flagstone path between pots alternately planted with flowers and succulents. They’d just stepped into the shade when the extra-wide front door swung open, and a synth wearing jeans, cowboy boots, and a bolo tie gestured for them to come inside. His hands and face were sheathed in shiny gray material, and not an orifice was apparent on his smooth head.

“This way,” a pleasant Texan drawl sounded from the thing’s head. “She’s waitin’ in the parlor.” Kline stepped through the door, paused for Rachel to catch up, and followed the synth’s directions down a short hall into a sitting room. He immediately saw her, the disturbingly beautiful, elderly WBD matriarch—the oldest, largest, most influential shareholder on the board—Mrs. Gentry. She wore attire similar to the synth’s: faded jeans, a button-up, long-sleeved baby blue shirt with pearl inlay snaps, and boots that shone like the sun’s reflection on diamatex.

She sat on a floral-patterned sofa, her boots up on a similarly patterned stool. She gestured past the oak coffee table to another sofa. “Sit.” Her face didn’t betray her mood, strangely smooth and wrinkleless as it was. Her eyes, piercing and blue, stared shrewdly beneath her platinum brows, and, just as he had the first and only other time he’d met her, Kline found his mind warring with itself as it tried to decide if he should be fearful, horny, or horrified by the woman’s bizarre appearance.

He hurried to the proffered floral-print couch, trying not to look at Mrs. Gentry’s slender figure or just barely exposed cleavage, knowing it was a trap, a way to distract his mind—and it was working just as she’d planned. He felt Rachel clumsily shifting around the coffee table behind him and tried to calm himself, as an example for her. He sat down, sinking into the old, spongy cushion.

“Right, then,” Mrs. Gentry said. “Billy will make us some coffee, and in the meantime, let’s get down to brass tacks.” Her voice was languid, smooth, and far too pleasant for Kline’s taste. Suddenly, his carefully crafted lines of bullshit began to feel like suicide.

“Uh, sure, ma’am.” He fidgeted, sitting up straighter, pulling at the lapels of his suit jacket.

“So, you’ve tracked down the device? Project Angel, or whatever you lab boys are calling it?”

“Not exactly, but we have a good line on it. Quite a few irons in the fire, so to speak.”

“Mr. Kline.” She sat up straight, taking her boots off the footstool, then leaned back, crossing one leg over the other. She flicked her long, platinum hair behind her shoulder and, staring right into Kline’s soul, continued, “Do you know how irritating it is to see an entire page in my monthly budget report that I can’t explain? I see a hundred people’s names. I see a facility in the middle of the desert. I see fluttercrafts, cars, and server farms. I see operatives, including several new ones—hello, Ms. Dowdall. I see airfare, hotel fees, energy bills. Shall I go on? Mr. Kline, where is this little project of yours, and when will I start to see a return on the enormous mountain of bits I’ve been dumping into it?”

“May I speak plainly, ma’am?” Kline cleared his throat, but before he could continue, his rhetorical question was answered.

“You damn well better speak plainly, boy.” It was Mrs. Gentry’s turn to lean forward, uncrossing her legs, setting her boots squarely onto the Saltillo tiles. Something about those pale blue eyes screamed danger on a primal level to Kline.

“Right. Of course. The project isn’t mine; I’d just like to make that clear. There are those back in Phoenix above me who are quite closely tied to—”

“Don’t waste my time.”

Kline felt Rachel stir uncomfortably next to him as he tried to gather his rapidly spiraling thoughts, his brain liquifying in a stupefying panic. Goddammit! Why’d he quit nicotine this week? “Right …”

“I know I’m right, boy.”

How bad a sign was it that she was calling him boy? He shook his head, trying to banish the babbling thoughts, and tried again. “We are making great advances with the tech developed in the project. Though we’ve lost the most … powerful prototype, the one for which the project was named, we’ve begun manufacturing slightly more limited versions. They’re limited for a reason, mind you, not because we can’t recreate the Angel alpha. We’ve found that it was too close to sapience; skirted the line on the true-AI regulations a bit too closely.”

“Do you think I haven’t read every report on your project? You boys were trying to make a ‘limited’ AI that became a whole lot less limited when it bonded with its host. Isn’t that right?”

“Right … roughly. The alpha was too much for several hosts. We got it to bond fairly well with subject T546—”

“Godric.”

“Yes. Well, he went rogue, killed himself rather spectacularly, and—”

“Why are you giving me a history lesson?” She hadn’t moved in a while, staring at him, hands crossed coolly between her knees, but her lack of expression was unnerving Kline, which added to his seeming inability to stop babbling.

“The point I’m trying to get to, ma’am, is that the project is going well. We’ve made several prototypes with certain hard-coded limitations in place. They’re far more effective than a standard PAI. Even a top-of-the-line model.”

“Mm-hmm. Where’s my prototype?”

“We have some leads, as I said—”

“Rachel. You tell me. What are your leads?”

Rachel cleared her throat and shifted on the sofa, her left elbow brushing Kline’s knee. He hoped she’d be able to rescue the disastrous briefing. “Recently, we’ve intercepted a message from the prototype’s host to one of her acquaintances. We have complete ownership of the recipient’s PAI and have blocked the message from her attention. Meanwhile, we’ve spoofed a response to Juliet—um, the host. We think this is a promising avenue, but we’re trying not to rush things. We don’t want to spook her. She and the prototype have proven to be rather clever and resourceful in the past …”

“That’s good. Thank you, Rachel. Now, Kline, what other avenues are you exploring?”

“We have a lead on activity similar to what we found while reviewing the postmortem of the collapse of Grave Industries. After we bought them out, we spent a great deal of server time trying to recreate some deleted data—”

“Another history lesson, Kline?” A new edge had entered Mrs. Gentry’s voice.

“Right. The long story short is that we’ve found some interesting footage and database entries. With those for comparisons, some of our deep-net scanners have turned up similar anomalies in Seattle recently. Rachel and I are headed there after we’re done here, ma’am.”

Mrs. Gentry stood up and walked around behind him, resting her hands on the couch’s back, one on either side of his head. She leaned forward and softly asked, “Why aren’t you using the girl’s sister, Kline?”

“We don’t believe they’re very close, and we also worry that a threat to her sister might enrage her, drive her further from us or perhaps push her into a retaliatory act.” Kline felt sweat start to bead on his neck and forehead, and he involuntarily shivered as he felt Mrs. Gentry’s breath on the fine hairs at the nape of his neck.

“You’re afraid of her.” Her voice was a whisper.

“I worry about the company, ma’am. You saw what she did to Grave.”

“You’re comparing us to that piddling company?” She didn’t sound pleased, but she didn’t sound terribly angry. She stood up, pushed away from the couch, and walked toward the far doorway. “Send me a report when you get to Seattle. Keep me in the loop about the fake messages you’re sending via the friend.” With those words echoing in Kline’s mind, the most powerful woman he’d likely ever meet left the room.

Kline almost lost control of his bladder as the synth, having come in from another doorway behind him, asked, “Coffee?”

“Jesus H—”

“No, thank you.” Rachel elbowed Kline in the ribs. “Come on. We should get back on the road.”

“Yeah,” he muttered, standing up, frowning and scowling at the synth the entire time. It didn’t seem to notice or care about his hostility, pleasantly showing them out the front door. Neither he nor Rachel said a word until they’d slammed shut the doors to his sports coupe. They sat there, the stifling heat of the interior like a cleansing sauna after the weirdly chilling experience with Mrs. Gentry.

“Seattle, hmm? Was that bullshit?” Rachel finally asked, then pointed at the ignition button. “Start it; I’m going to stain this blouse with my sweat.”

“Uh-huh.” Kline touched the button, the ignition rumbled to life, the air started flowing, and his AUI populated with the vehicle’s many readouts. “I wasn’t bullshitting. You think I wanna die?”

“You think she’d kill you?” Rachel snorted. Kline decided he had a lot of work to do, exposing her to the hard truth of the risky position she’d taken on with his team. If word got out about Project Angel, that strangely sexy old woman they just met would clean house, and many heads would, quite literally, roll.

“Definitely.” He turned on the autopilot, allowing it to navigate the car toward the Dallas megacity. “Listen, I was going to explain this later, but yeah, we got a report out of Seattle—some of the same weird shit we unearthed about Grave and their GARD department. I’m not sure Juliet and Angel are involved, but there might be some kind of connection. It’s the best lead we’ve got right now, anyway.” With that, he closed his eyes, reclined his seat, and tried to unwind the jumbled knots of his nerves.

As he tuned out Rachel’s follow-up questions, his left hand fidgeted with the little storage compartment in his door and found his Nikko-vape. With a frown of defeat, he slipped it between his lips.

Rutger Tanaka opened his eyes and blinked at the bright lights. He was disoriented, his mind felt detached from his body, and he had that strange feeling a person sometimes gets when they wake up in a hotel room or at a relative’s and the walls don’t match up with their bedroom. This was even worse because as he attempted to turn his head left and right, it didn’t move, and he continued to stare at the white ceiling. When he tried to sit up, throw the covers off, or slide his legs over the side of the bed, his body didn’t respond. “What’s happening?” he subvocalized.

Worse than the lack of response from his body, his PAI was silent, ignoring his query. Rutger noisily cleared the phlegm from his dry throat and tried his question aloud. “What’s happening?” His voice was a croak, but it worked. An amber light began to flash somewhere to his right, and then he heard a door latch click and the sound of someone approaching.

“Sir?” a feminine voice asked. Sure enough, a pale Asian woman leaned into his view, her lower face obscured by a surgical mask.

“Where am I?” he croaked.

“You’re in a private recovery room at New Atlas Trauma Center. Don’t be alarmed if you cannot move; you’ve been immobilized for your safety.”

“Why?” He cleared his throat noisily after the word, hoping to remove some of the rasp. Rutger wanted to tell the imbecile that she better get a lot more verbose with her answers, but he figured he wasn’t in a position to make threats. Not yet.

“I’ve alerted Ms. Boyle that you’ve woken. She left explicit instructions that only she was to explain your situation.” The masked woman straightened up and began to back out of Rutger’s field of view.

“What happened?” Rutger asked, ignoring her words.

“Ms. Boyle will be here imminently, sir. She was on her way to get coffee when you woke—”

The door clicked again, and a familiar voice barked, “Get out.” A moment later, a pale, orange-haired young woman with hundreds of tiny freckles on her nose and cheeks leaned over him, offering a toothy grin. “You cheated death again, old bastard.”

“Frida?” He remembered her—his assistant, secretary, driver, confidant. Memories began to flash through his mind. He saw his office, seventy floors up in the Berkoff Building, a corner suite with plenty of views. He saw Frida sitting at her desk by the door, smiling, saying something about another fat security contract.

“It’s me, Rutger. Jesus, you almost did yourself in this time. Those nanites were almost out of gas, almost let your brain die. How’d you go and get your heart and lung pulverized?”

“Why can’t I move?”

“We had to replace seven organs, old man. It turns out the human body doesn’t like having the blood flow turned off. That’s seven organs, not counting most of your intestines. Do you want to know how many synth-muscles they had to replace? Your insurance company is really regretting that trauma package they sold you!” She chortled noisily, shaking her head, her ginger curls bouncing. “Your employer wouldn’t share the footage. Wanna tell me what happened?

“I …” Rutger closed his eyes, tried to think back, tried to recall something, anything, to give him a clue about his current state. He fruitlessly tried to access his PAI’s memory banks. “Where’s my damn PAI?” he rasped.

“Your employer took it before they dumped your body here. I think they thought you were dead.”

“I’m not.”

“No, sir, you are not. Good as new in a few days. Better, even. You’ll be amazed at the specs for your new heart and lungs. Let alone your new kidney, liver—”

“Who hired me?”

“You don’t remember? Levkin. He used a shell company, but you messaged me during the job. Said you saw him down there in that weird clinic …”

Rutger’s eyes closed, and more memories fell into place—the girl, her caretaker, Levkin visiting them, and lots of scientists. His team! He’d placed a unit in a fake house upstairs, another stationed near the causeway …

“My team?”

“Most died. Hawkins, Lee, Barns, Applebaum—they all lived. I’ve put them on paid leave until you recover.”

As she spoke, more memories flashed through Rutger’s mind’s eye. He was in the secret clinic, and the elevator opened … a guy with a gun …

He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to force the memory, and then he saw her, that pretty blonde tech in the blue overalls, the one with the shiny orange eyes. What had she done? He saw her leaning against a wall … A knife! She’d had a vibroblade, and her damn arm—faster than it should’ve been! Rutger’s eyes shot open, and he asked, voice grating over a throat raw as hamburger, “Where’s my sword?”
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