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CHAPTER 1

“Perhaps you could share your thoughts on this with us, Mr. Sanchez, Mr. Stewart.”

Jake looked up and froze. He had been typing on the public computer terminal that was provided for students and whispering to Bart, his seatmate, not paying much attention to what the professor was saying. Now thirty heads had swiveled to look at him. Thirty pairs of eyes had turned his way.

Mr. Dashi, the instructor, was short, brown, round, and bald. His brow creased with a beaming smile. He fingered his neat brown mustache and stared directly at Jake Stewart and Bart Sanchez, raising his eyebrows.

Bart’s head jerked sideways to stare at Jake. Bart was watching the netball game on his tablet and streaming the live audio to his earbud. In the corner of his screen were betting odds. He looked at Jake, then tilted his head slightly toward the front of the room.

Jake took his hands off the keyboard and sat up straight. He looked around at his classmates. Some looked bored; history of insurance was a required class, not one that students picked. Some looked interested in anything that might break the monotony.

“Sir, I’m afraid that I can’t agree with many of the things you have been saying.”

“You don’t, Mr. Stewart?”

“No, sir. Bart and I have been discussing it, and I think that the original insurance laws were based on the original imperial documents, not on the arbitration agreements signed between the first corporations. There are clear parallels between the Imperial Insurance Act of 735 and some of our existing rules. The arbitration agreements between the corporations are simply extensions of the existing imperial regulations. They just appear to be new discussions because many of the originals were lost after the abandonment.” Jake stared directly at Mr. Dashi, never turning to look at Bart sitting next to him.

Mr. Dashi’s grin got wider. “What do you think about that, Mr. Sanchez?” he asked Bart.

Bart hit ENTER to place a bet on the game and then thoughtfully rubbed his face.

“Sir, I haven’t had time to peruse those imperial documents. Jake was explaining them to me. I’m reserving judgment.”

“That wasn’t exactly the last topic we talked about, Mr. Sanchez. That was a few minutes ago.”

“Sir, I’m a deliberate man. I like to take my time to think about these things—research them before I give an opinion.” Bart flashed Mr. Dashi his widest smile.

“I see. So perhaps I should ask for a paper on the outcome of your research?”

“I’d be willing, sir,” said Bart. “Of course, since it’s an extra paper, I would expect extra credit—say ten percent extra for satisfactory completion?” Bart smiled winningly at Mr. Dashi.

Mr. Dashi laughed. “Always the trader, I see, Mr. Sanchez.”

“Just keeping up the family tradition, sir. After all, this is the merchant academy, not the administrative academy.”

“A good point, Mr. Sanchez. A good point. But I see no reason to award you bonus points for work that I suspect will be completed mostly by Mr. Stewart—if he hasn’t completed it already. Isn’t that so, Mr. Stewart?”

Jake looked at Bart, then back at Mr. Dashi.

“Well, sir, I do have some strong opinions on the matter,” said Jake.

“And of course, sir, it’s only fair that, if we both provided papers, we would both get the bonus points,” Bart interjected.

“Mr. Stewart already has a ninety-nine percent average, Mr. Sanchez. He doesn’t need any bonus points. You, on the other hand,” Mr. Dashi said, switching his attention from Jake to Bart, “could use all the help you can get. There will be no paper. However, class, Mr. Stewart does raise a very interesting point. As we see here…” Mr. Dashi turned back toward the board and began to draw a diagram.

The class turned its attention away from the two and back to the board, but Nadine, the girl sitting in the seat directly in front of Jake, didn’t turn away. She was shorter than Jakes 170cm, with honey blond hair, and an athletic build. Today she sported temporary wrist cast from her last netball game. She had tackled the other player rather than concede the point. She never seemed to do any work but always scored in the top twenty percent on tests. Jake had a huge crush on her, but was too terrified to talk to her. She wagged her finger at Jake and then winked before turning back toward the board.

Jake felt the blood rush to face. He looked down at his screen and started typing again. Bart leaned over to him.

“Damn, I could have used those points,” Bart said. “But good deflection. I think Nadine likes you.”

“Why do you have to stream that stupid netball game, anyway? Your team never wins. And she’s just being polite. And why should I write another paper?”

“Ah, my young Belter friend, remember this advice from your older and wiser uncle Bart. It’s not whether you win or lose the game, but how you cover the point spread that counts. And look at her suit—do you think it unzipped itself? Besides—I’ll bet you twenty credits that in your study notes you have already written that paper as one of those stupid practice papers you do for test preparation.”

“I’m a year older than you. And you know I don’t have twenty credits to waste on gambling.”

“Age is not wisdom, my naïve, untutored spacer, and it’s not gambling if you know the answer. Did you write that paper already or not?”

Jake changed tactics. “I didn’t write that paper.”

Bart looked at him and raised his eyebrows.

“Well, it’s not in final form. I’d have to retype the conclusion and double-check the references.”

Bart smiled. “Of course you would.”

“Why do you gamble so much, anyways?”

“For a gentleman of my lineage, gambling is a necessary part of my social duties. And because my parents have not seen fit to provide me with enough of an allowance to support me in my accustomed style.”

“You should study more.”

“No need,” Bart said. “You study enough for both of us. Besides, I have a busy schedule.”

“Doing what?”

“Spending my allowance, for one thing. Ask Mr. D. another question.”

“About what?”

“Anything. Just disagree with him.”

“Why?”

“Nadine will turn around again.”

Jake blushed.

Mr. Dashi continued until the end-of-class gong sounded. He smiled his happy smile and waved at everybody. “See you next class! Remember: insurance can be fun!” he said as he began to gather up his things.

All the students did likewise. Mr. Dashi was a popular instructor, but there were rarely any questions on his favorite topic.

* * *

The student study lounge hummed as students planned evening activities. Jake and Bart were setup on a table at the front. Jake to use the station computer terminal, Bart to surreptitiously accept bets from fellow students. “I gotta hand it to him; he really does seem excited about his topic. It’s inspiring,” Jake said as he continued typing.

“History of insurance is inspiring? Are you drunk?” asked Bart.

Jake hammered one of keys. “Stupid old-empire terminals. My J key is stuck again. Wish I had a new tablet like yours, Bart.”

A new voice spoke up. “Broken-down equipment is all a Belter boy like you needs, Stewart. You should be used to it.”

Jake stopped prying the key up with his fingers and looked up. A tall, brown-haired man was standing in front of their row, smirking at him.

“Danny,” Jake said.

“Belter boy. Nice suit. You look like you are ready to bang on a thruster nozzle with a hammer.”

In orbital space, everyone wore a skin suit—a tailored, one-piece coverall that was vacuum tight, electrically heated, and had a fixed survival collar. In the event of a breech, you could pull the air bag out and seal it over your face, plug a portable air unit into your collar valve, and flick the heating on. People had survived over two hours in vacuum in their skin suits without major injury.

Jake couldn’t afford a custom skin suit. He wore a Belter semihard suit, usually called a semi. Looser, with reinforced panels and built-in tool belts and O holders, Belter suits were designed for workers who went in and out of atmosphere frequently and needed access to tools. Jake’s long years living on a leaky Belt station made him carry an electrical and mechanical tool kit in his leg pockets. Semihard suits were practical but not stylish. Danny’s suit was obviously custom made.

“Danny, what brings you to our humble desk abode?” asked Bart.

“Bart, I was wondering who you favored in the finals game tonight?”

“And why, pray tell, are you interested in my thoughts on so plebeian a matter as that?”

“Plebeian?” Danny asked.

“Means low-class,” Jake supplied.

Danny scowled at him. “Thank you, Belter boy, but I was talking to Bart. As it tells, or plebes, or whatever, I’m interested in making a few wagers, and I hear that you are the man to see.”

“Outstanding! Indeed, I am,” Bart said. “How many, and what type of wagers are you thinking? I have a full selection.” Bart’s attention shifted. “Why hello, pretty girl!”

Nadine came up to their row and hopped up on the desk right next to them.

“Bartholomew Rodriquez Estevan Sanchez, I don’t think you know anything at all about the Imperial Insurance Conference of 735, and I doubt you could name the last jump-capable ship that left here before the abandonment,” she said.

“Nadine! You are looking gorgeous, as usual. Is that a new outfit?”

“Why, yes, it is. What do you think?” She leaned forward, put her hands on her hips, and twirled a bit from side to side.

“Fantastic, it makes you look even more gorgeous than before,” Bart said.

Nadine raised her eyebrows and shook her head. “Too much, Bart. That’s trying too hard.”

“You think?” asked Bart.

“Yes, girls may pretend to be that stupid, but we aren’t actually that stupid. We know what you are doing. Only really stupid girls will fall for that.”

“Good tip, thanks, Nadine. Um, which girls would those be? Can you point them out?”

Nadine smacked him, hard, on the arm. Bart winced – she had used a closed fist. Nadine turned to Danny.

“That’s a great outfit. Is that a silk shirt?”

Danny preened and stuck his arm out. “Blend. Bought it off my brother’s friend—he’s my size. Didn’t have to cut it at all. Looks and feels exactly like the real thing.”

Nadine reached out and rubbed Danny’s arm.

“It looks like real silk, and it feels like real silk” she said, slowly running her hand up and down his arm.

“It does, doesn’t it?” Danny smiled at Nadine.

“Bart has real silk shirts. He’s wearing one right now,” Jake piped up.

Bart smiled and looked modest. “Indeed, I do. We Sanchezes always wear real silk. Here, Nadine, feel this.” He stuck his arm out next to Danny’s.

Nadine ran one hand up each man’s arm.

“Oh, Bart’s feels different, softer.” Nadine slid off the desk and started to stoke Bart’s arm with both hands instead.

Danny glared at Jake.

“Oh, it’s so soft, Bart. Ohhh, I could do this all day.” She spoke in a teasing, little girl voice.

“You can if you like. I don’t mind. But I’ll bet it’s not as soft as your hair.” Bart reached for her head and ran his fingers through her hair. Nadine tilted her head up and looked into Bart’s face, then dropped her left hand and stepped back. She yanked with her right hand on Bart’s left, and Bart stumbled forward, off balance. She stepped beside him, pivoted his right arm high up between his shoulder blades, and pushed him up against the wall.

Bart grunted and struggled a bit, but couldn’t move without possibly breaking his arm. Nadine held him pinned and waited till he stopped moving. Then she touched ran her left hand through her hair, then ran it down the back of Bart’s silk shirt.

“Why Bart, you’re right. My hair is softer.” She released him and stepped back, folding her arms across her chest and glaring at him.

Jake and Danny hadn’t moved. Everything had been too fast. Bart turned around and shook his arms out with a grimace. Then looked at Nadine and shrugged.

“If that’s the way you react to silk, I’m going to wear something different from now on. Want to come to the caf and watch the netball game with me? I’ll wear a velvet jacket?”

“You never give up, do you Bart?”

“Just getting started, Nadine. So, what about it. Netball?”

“No, I’ve got things to do by myself tonight.”

“A gorgeous girl like you should never want for male companionship.”

“I don’t lack for companionship. I have a date later tonight, in fact.”

“You say that,” Bart said, “but we never see you with these dates. I don’t think they exist.”

“Oh, he exists. He’s handsome and successful, and he has a great job with one of the corps—and he’s far too busy to meet students.”

Nadine turned to face Jake. “Enough about. Jake that was a great answer to that question. Where did learn all about this insurance law?”

Jake’s eyes flicked down for a moment, then he tore them away and resolutely looked at her face.

“Um. Ummm. Well. Insurance can be fun,” he said, looking down. His neck began to turn red.

Bart closed his eyes, shook his head, and then he rolled his eyes toward heaven.

Danny laughed. “I guess if you are from the Belt, a lot of boring things are fun.”

Jake narrowed his eyes but stayed quiet. He knew from experience that talking just encouraged Danny.

Nadine shook her head.

“That’s funny, Jake. But good for you. I’ll bet Bart’s happy, too, that you help him out so much.”

Bart said, “Well, I’m glad he studies all these things, Nadine. He keeps up on this stuff for me. We’re a team!” He put his hand on Jake’s shoulder.

Danny smirked. “You are a team? Really? How do you help your ‘teammate’? Seems like he does most of the work.”

“I’m the captain,” Bart said. “I’m more of a strategic guy, you know.”

“And your strategy is to have Jake tutor you for free, huh?” Danny asked.

“It works for us. Jake is my friend, and we help each other out.” Bart’s tone changed slightly, and he stared Danny directly in the face. There was a moment of silence.

Nadine put her hand on Jake’s arm. “Why, I’d love to have somebody tutor me.” She smiled at Jake again, letting her hand linger a bit longer.

Jake hung his head so they wouldn’t see his bright blush.

Nadine took her hand back and crossed her arms. “But, on another note, I have a question, do you know Kieran Bellefontaine? He’s two semesters ahead of us.”

“I’ve seen him around,” said Bart. Danny and Jake nodded yes.

“Well, he got his ship orders today. He ships out at the end of the week on the Globus Galactic. We’re all going down to the caf for drinks after dinner to celebrate. Twenty hundred hours.”

“Outstanding. I’ll be sure to be there at…no wait…” Bart frowned. “I think I have a previous commitment.” He looked at Jake.

“Finance exam tomorrow,” Jake supplied.

“A finance exam tomorrow. And I haven’t studied at all. I need to review my notes.”

“You don’t have any notes,” Jake said.

“I meant I’ll review the study guide.”

“You mean my study guide—that I wrote.”

“Yes, an excellent study guide, if I do say so myself.”

“Oh, you got into a finance class? I thought that was only for the master’s students when they come back from their tour,” Nadine said.

“My dad got me in,” said Bart. “I’m just auditing it; the mark doesn’t count to the school. But my dad does get a copy of my exam results, and unfortunately, he is very interested in how I do on that class. Merchant family, you know.” Bart grimaced. “Sorry we won’t be able to make it.”

“But Jake isn’t in that class.”

“Well, Jake has a busy schedule, you know, transcribing our notes and so on.”

“Pooh. Jake can come, can’t you?”

Both Nadine and Bart turned to look at Jake.

“Um, I really have to set up my notes and study…”

“Oh, come on, Jake. You should come. It would be great fun. Most of the class will be there,” Nadine said.

“Um, well, my scholarship…”

“Mr. Dashi said you have a ninety-nine average. If you don’t have any tests tomorrow, then you will be fine. Come down and have a beer with us. Twenty hundred at the caf. I’ll see you there. Gotta go, boys.”

Nadine slipped off the desk, then stopped. “Oh, and Jake? The act was passed in 735, but it wasn’t given imperial assent till 736. So, technically, it was the Imperial Insurance Act of 736.” She turned and walked down the aisle toward the door at the front of the classroom. All three men watched in silence. She looked good from behind.

“What a great view,” Danny said.

“She certainly packs a punch,” Bart said.

“How did she know the date of imperial assent?” Jake asked. “That can’t be right.” He typed a query into his computer.

Bart and Danny just looked at him, and Bart shook his head.

“Don’t worry if you can’t make it, Stewart,” said Danny, stretching. “We won’t miss you. Bart—what about those bets?”

“I’m in,” Bart said, “but I do have to get my studying sorted out. Comm me after meal, and we’ll sort something out.”

“Good. Talk to you later, Bart.” Danny walked away.

Jake watched him go. “He’s an ass.”

“He is,” agreed Bart. “But he’s an ass who likes to gamble, and he’s not too good at it. So, I’ll put up with him.”

“Why does he hate me so much?”

“Well, he can’t very well get mad at me, can he? My family can buy and sell his. So unfortunately, you, my broke Belter friend, are his hate target.”

“So, I’m kind of like the king’s whipping boy.”

“Whipping boy? Jake, I told you, I’m only into regular sexual encounters, not any Belter weirdness.”

“It’s a classical reference—the old-time kings. Did you read any of that historical text I sent you?”

“None of it. I was watching the flag races in the Outer Belt. Good move pointing out my shirt to Nadine; upstart third-level stockholders like him need to know their place. It showed Nadine who’s the better man.”

Bart turned to Jake. “And regarding your and Nadine’s event, my young spacer friend, you are an idiot. Or in your unique argot, an ‘ijit.’”

“I don’t use those words anymore. I’m working on my accent, like you told me to. And I am not. I’ve got work to do. I can’t go.”

“You don’t need to study much tonight. Just go down at twenty hundred. Order a beer. Say hello to Nadine and everybody there. Congratulate Kieran. Tell him how jealous you are.”

“That won’t be hard. I am jealous. Deck officer on a major trade route—that would be whizbang. Globus Galactic is a big ship. Purpose-built pre-abandonment as a trader. I’ve heard her fusion plant still operates at a thirty-five percent efficiency rating.”

“Whatever,” Bart said. “I think you should be more concerned about Nadine’s efficiency rating. I wouldn’t mind adding a few percentage points to that. And what does whizbang mean?”

“It comes from that old textbook I sent you. You told me to stop using Belt expressions, so I had to find new ones.”

“Whizbang wasn’t exactly what I meant. But you should go see Nadine.”

“She’s just being polite. She wanted you to go.”

“Of course she did! All the ladies do. But she stayed behind and asked you to go with her, even after she knew I wouldn’t be there. She wants you there too. You need to go.”

“I’ll see,” Jake said.

“You should go.”

“I’ll see.”

“Her friend Alicia will probably be there,” Bart offered.

“I don’t have any clothes.”

“Wear your old suit, the one with the colored patches. It makes you look like an honest workingman standing up for truth and decency in this age of debauchery.”

“Really?”

“I know that you have only two suits, and the patchy one is the least awful. I’d loan you a shirt if we were the same size.”

Bart was tall and thin, over 180 cm. Jake was 170 cm and broader. All of Bart’s shirts were tailored to fit him exactly, and Jake couldn’t get them over his shoulders.

“All right. I’ll go. But only for one beer,” Jake said.

“Fine. I have to run—have to get my bets in.”

“Good luck.”

Jake watched as Bart wandered toward the front of the class. He sighed and turned back to his terminal. He typed slowly on the archaic keyboard.

Bart had a customized tablet linked to his school account where he stored all his notes, but Jake couldn’t afford a tablet. Whatever class he was in, he always had to sit where there was a working terminal and keyboard and type his notes there.

He checked his query. Nadine had been right; he was wrong. It was the Imperial Insurance Act of 736, not 735. How did she know that? He mentally shrugged and finished his typing, carefully saving his notes to his school account and the backup storage. Then, just as carefully, he logged off and walked out of the lounge.

* * *

Back in his cube, Jake’s comm alarm rang, and he saved his work on the in-wall terminal and flipped the screen and keyboard up. He didn’t even have to get off the bed in his cube to open the closet. He looked inside. There were two spare body stockings hanging in the closet alcove, and a patched semihard suit. He sighed, pulled his suit on, and stepped out into the hall. He stopped in a fresher on the way, punched his code into a water fountain, and drank deeply. A sign on the wall said, “Fountain water is charged to personal account.”

He walked down the corridor, went through an airlock and down a set of stairs, and got onto the main walkway. Each of the stations spun, so gravity was “out” from the core, and since the walkway circled the outer rim of the station, it appeared to climb up in front and behind him. The caf was a five-minute walk anti-spinward from Jake.

The walls, floor, and ceiling were all steel panels connected by square brackets. Metal conduits lined the ceiling. Every station was the same. Items that had to be boosted from the surface—wood, food, fabric—were rare and expensive. Metals, hydrogen, nitrogen, and oxygen were found in abundance in Delta’s ring system. Belters mined ores, and orbital refineries boiled the metals out. The pure metals were mixed together to produce steel and other alloys. Zero-G factories stamped out standard panels, standard beams, standard bolts, even standard furniture. Because they had holes and knobs in a continuing pattern, everything could be assembled in an infinite number of patterns. They were called Legos, for some historical reason. The whole station consisted of combinations of metal brackets and panels snapped together.

The corridors were extremely bright and colorful. By long-held convention, residents owned the hallway partition outside their cube and could decorate it as they liked. Businesses got into the act as well. Jake passed several images: a mural of buffalo grazing on the southern plains of Delta; a family picture of mother, father, and two children; a depiction of a laboratory; the green and red interlinked cubes of a medical office; a painted forest; diagrams of hydrogen and helium atoms; and not a few abstract color combinations.

One picture was done entirely in different shades of blue. Somebody must have struck big in cobalt to paint that, thought Jake.

He passed several station workers on their own private errands. The slap of their skin-suit sandals belied the clank of his magnetized Belter boots’ metal soles striking the metal floor. Jake took comfort in the fact that if there was a blowout, he would stick in place, and the others would blow out of the breech. Their sandals would blow out separately. Several times he walked through a cloud of apple or mint scents—a sure sign that the person he had walked past was having a no-shower day. Concentrated scents were cheaper to boost to orbit than bulky soaps.

Jake arrived at the central part of the station. The rooms were larger here, and the ceiling was higher, airier. All the public rooms and businesses that faced the central corridor had large windows facing the main corridor. There were green plants everywhere, which helped remove carbon dioxide from the air. Each table had a plant section in the middle. Plants lined the walls, and large planters surrounded groups of tables.

There was a tight group of perhaps twelve students clustered around two tables in the rear. Jake saw Kieran in the back against the wall. Nadine was sitting with her friend Alicia, and both had their backs to Jake. They were drinking from draft glasses. Jake decided to get a beer before he got to the table, so he went over to the bar.

“One beer, please,” he asked the bartender.

“Draft or green bottle?”

“What’s in the green bottles?”

“Surface beer.” If it had been lifted to orbit, it would be ruinously expensive.

“Draft,” Jake said.

“Here. Five credits.”

“Five credits? That’s ridiculous. It used to be three.”

“It’s five now.”

Jake knew exactly how much money was in his pocket, but he began counting the coins there anyway.

“I don’t have five. I’m one-tenth short.”

“Use a credit chip.”

“Don’t have it with me.” That was a lie. He just never, ever spent money on the credit chip, except for food.

“Then you don’t get a beer,” said the bartender. He took the mug of draft off the bar and put it behind him.

Danny appeared at the bar.

“Belter boy,” he said. “Didn’t see you come in.”

Jake ignored him and turned to look back at the group.

Danny handed the bartender a credit chip and asked for a tray of twelve beers. The bartender took the credit chip, checked it, and quickly filled up a tray, including the beer he had just pulled for Jake. Danny grabbed it and strode back toward the table.

Jake looked at the money in his hand and put it carefully in his pocket. He turned and faced the table of his classmates, all of whom were drinking and laughing. He put both hands in his pockets and then pulled them out again. That wouldn’t work. He looked back at the bartender. “Can I have a glass of water in a draft glass?”

“One credit.”

Jake cursed under his breath but paid, and the bartender gave him a glass of water.

Now with something to do with his hands, Jake walked over to the table and stood just behind Nadine. Danny had put the tray on the table and distributed the glasses, handing two to the girls.

Nadine and Alicia leaned forward and said something. Both girls started giggling and then grabbed Danny by the arm as they continued laughing.

Jake stood there awkwardly. Nobody was speaking to him, and the girls weren’t looking his way. He continued standing for a few seconds longer.

Kieran interrupted his conversation on the other side of the table to give him a glance. “I know you, don’t I?”

“Yes. I’m Jake. I was in your law seminar. I wanted to come by and congratulate you on your posting. I hear it’s a fine ship!”

“Thanks!” Kieran grinned dopily. “I’m really looking forward to it.”

“When do you leave?”

“Ship out tomorrow, second shift,” Kieran said. “My gear is already on board. I just have to sleep off this hangover and then report tomorrow, and we’re on our route. We’ll be gone eight months and hit twenty different stations.”

“That sounds whizbang.”

“Whizbang?”

“It sounds great.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Kieran smiled and drank his beer. “Thanks, Jack! See you around.” He turned back to his conversation.

“It’s Jake.”

Kieran gave no indication of having heard him. Jake stood by himself for a moment, at a loss.

Nadine finished her conversation and turned around. “Jake! You made it!” Her face was flushed; this was obviously not her first drink.

“Yes.” Jake didn’t know what else to say. He took a sip of water.

“Kieran’s so lucky, don’t you think?”

“Yes, he is. Very lucky.” Jake knew he couldn’t keep the envy out of his voice, so he didn’t even try.

Nadine tapped her friend. “Hey, Alicia, Jake’s here.”

Alicia looked toward him, smiling. “Hi, Jake!”

Jake swallowed. Nadine radiated sexual energy, like a burning forest fire. She was like a burning warmth when you stepped from a cold hallway into a warm room. Nadine was so far out of his league that Jake could talk to her without embarrassment, but Alicia made him nervous and tongue-tied.

“Hi, Alicia.” He couldn’t think of anything else to say.

“Nice party, huh? Good for Kieran,” Alicia said.

“Yes, it is. Good for him. And a nice party.” Jake shouted. The noise had picked up.

“What?”

“It’s nice. Kieran. It’s good for him.”

“Yes.” She nodded.

Danny downed his glass and turned toward them. “Alicia—time to go!” he said.

“OK.” She drank the rest of her glass, collected her comm, and leaned down to speak to Nadine. Nadine smiled and looked at Jake. The girls exchanged words, and Nadine nodded. Both stood up.

“Danny’s taking us to the netball final,” Alicia said. “He has a big bet on the outcome.”

“Oh?” Jake asked.

“Yes, he bought the tickets and everything. You should come.”

“Yes, come along,” said Nadine with a smile.

Danny interjected. “Sorry, Belter boy, but I’ve only got the three tickets.”

“Surely you can get another one,” Nadine said.

“Special deal with a friend of the family—only three left,” said Danny. He shook his head at Jake.

Jake nodded twice. “No problem. Enjoy the game.”

“Bye, Jake, see you in class,” Alicia said, smiling, and the three of them walked out.

Jake stood there. Kieran was talking to his friend, and everybody else was ignoring him. He cradled his glass in both hands for a moment, then drank it off and put it on the table.

“Congrats again, Kieran!” he called as he walked away.

Nobody looked up.

* * *

Jake shut the airlock door behind him and entered a large park. He walked across the glass floor and looked down.

Delta spun beneath him. The great rivers that flooded down from the frozen poles to the equatorial sea were clearly visible, along with dozens of volcanoes. Delta wasn’t a planet; it was the fourth moon of Iota Draconis IV, a gas giant in the Iota Draconis system. Volcanoes caused by the gas giant’s gravity warmed the moon enough to make it habitable. Corporations had established orbital stations to mine minerals and ground stations to grow food and provide supplies for passing ships. The population was small, but it had prospered.

Then the ships had stopped coming. Theories varied. Economics. Societal collapse. War. Divine intervention. But it had happened abruptly, and there had been no further imperial communication since the abandonment. The planet produced sufficient food for its current population, if in limited varieties. There were resources in the Belt. There were warehouses stuffed with high-tech supplies, and automated factories could make a surprisingly large variety of things, but there was no shipyard or fusion foundry. Delta could fix small ships and maintain drives, but they couldn’t build a jump drive, or a new power plant for a spaceship, or a station.

They were in range of the primary right now, so the reflected light was bright through the floor. There were no green plants in this room; the radiation was too strong. It also wasn’t heated; there was no insulation from space. Despite the chill, Jake was comfortable in his semi-hard suit. It stored heat in internal heat sinks for times like this.

Jake walked up to the smallest food cart in the middle of the park. Unlike the caf, which served mostly food from the hydroponic gardens, this cart advertised Belter specials using canned rations. They combined superpotatoes, canned tuna, a seaweed ration, and Tabasco sauce. The whole thing was mixed up in a bowl and heated to piping hot. Jake had eaten variations of this for most of his life.

“A small superpotato special please,” he said.

The old man mixing the food took Jake’s credit chip with no comment. A sign listed the prices: Small 1Cr, Medium 2Cr, Large 3Cr. The man didn’t say anything else, but he took out a large container and filled it up to the brim and then some. The first time Jake had ordered, he had gotten a small, but the second time the man had looked at his suit more closely and made note of his accent. From then on, he got a large for the small price, no matter what he paid. He was always given a Belter beer as well. It always made him feel guilty, but he was hungry—and it tasted like home.

Jake took his large, walked to the metal chairs, and sat down. There was no cutlery, but that didn’t bother Jake. He pulled his own spoon out of the outer thigh pocket where he kept his cutlery, knife, and toothbrush. Belters always carried those with them.

The sunlight reflected from the primary was still bright when he sat down. The station completed a full rotation every eighty-seven minutes, so Jake made his food last. He ate very slowly, watching the light dim as the station’s rotation spun away from the primary and began to face deep space. There was no overhead lighting in the room. He continued to sit as the station spun, and after he had eaten all the food in his tin, he carefully cleaned it out with a small plastic spatula he produced from his pocket. He scraped the very last of the food out of the tin and licked the spatula clean. Then he sat quietly on his chair as the reflected light faded, until he was completely by himself in the dark.





CHAPTER 2

The next afternoon, Jake was taking notes in his advanced engineering systems class while messaging Bart. Bart said he had “not disgraced” himself in the finance class, which Jake interpreted as meaning he didn’t come in last place. Bart wanted better notes for his next test, so he kept messaging Jake questions and comments about the finance seminar.

Jake’s email flashed. A message from Mr. Dashi.

“Jake, please come see me immediately after your class,” the message said.

“Why would Mr. D want to see me?” he queried Bart via email.

“Maybe he wants to give you an autographed copy of his new book, Ten Fun Things to Do with Cargo-Insurance Paperwork.”

“Seriously, Bart,” Jake e-mailed. “What does he want? I haven’t spoken to him except in class.”

“He’s the executive manager for student affairs.”

“What’s that?”

“He’s not just a prof. He’s the boss of the students. He runs the school for TGI. And he has a sweet office. He has wooden walls.”

“He’s the boss?”

“Of the whole school.”

“Wooden walls?”

“All his walls are wood. Real wood. Do you know how much that costs?”

“Wow,” Jake typed. “One guy on the station would carve wooden spoons for people. They cost a lot. More than silver.”

“He keeps a low profile, but he’s a pretty powerful guy. Don’t upset him.”

“Now I’m worried. What did I do?”

“You don’t do anything except study and get good marks. He probably wants to give you an award or something. Don’t worry.”

But Jake did.

* * *

Jake entered the outer office and nodded to José, Mr. Dashi’s assistant. José was about Jake’s height but extremely thin. Wavy brown hair almost reached his shoulders. José was dressed for work in a generic grey skinsuit, but his bright blue tunic was fitted, and its color matched his eyes. Jake always felt underdressed when he was with José.

The outer door to the office was nondescript, and Jake looked closely at the titles below the unit number. Professor of Insurance Studies, PhD (finance) was prominent on the first line. The second line was in much smaller letters: Director of Student Affairs. Vice-Regional Director, Trans Galactic Insurance. The emperor’s scrotum! A regional director ran a station or group of stations. Mr. Dashi was possibly the senior TGI representative on station. Jake had clearly underestimated his importance.

José was typing on his screen and looked up. “He’s expecting you, Jake. Go right in,” he said. “Oh, wait—I’ve got something for you.” He typed some more. “There you go; another video came in from your mother. I sent it on. Just send me the reply, and I’ll send it on from the station account.”

“Thanks, José. Why does he want to see me? What did I do wrong?”

“Wrong? Nothing that I know of. He just told me that you were coming in and to send you in right away.”

“Is he angry?” Jake asked. “Am I in trouble?”

“I don’t think so, and I can usually tell.”

“How do you tell? He always looks happy.”

“His smile,” José said. “He had his serious smile on this morning, not his angry or worried smile.”

“Is he mad at me for not paying attention in his class? Am I going to fail?”

“Nobody pays attention in his classes. You ask questions, so you are his favorite student. He’ll give you two hundred percent on an exam if he can.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really. You’ll be fine, Jake. Maybe he’s angry that you are using the station account to reply to your mom’s videos.”

“Is he?”

José just shook his head and tapped something on his keyboard. “He says to come in now.” José pointed to the office door. “Go.”

* * *

Jake walked up and knocked on the door. He heard a muffled invitation and opened the door.

The door was unusual. Rather than the typical metal sliding door, this door was faced with actual wood on the inside. Jake stopped and ran his hand up and down the wood. He had never touched a piece of wood larger than a spoon until he came to the school.

Mr. Dashi’s office had the standard metal floor and ceiling, and exposed pipes, but the walls were faced with wood veneer. And he had a wooden desk. A big one, with two fabric-covered chairs facing it. Mr. Dashi gestured Jake in and pointed to a chair.

“Mr. Stewart. Thank you for coming,” he said. “This won’t take very long.”

“Sir. Can you tell me what this is about? Is it my scholarship?” asked Jake. He needed that scholarship.

“No, Mr. Stewart. You class average continues to be in the ninetieth percentile range, well above the eightieth percentile that you need.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I do note, however, that there are quite a few similarities between your papers and Mr. Sanchez’s papers.”

“Um, sir, we study together and share notes. It’s allowed, sir. The student guide says it’s permitted.”

“It does, Mr. Stewart?”

“Uh, yes, sir. Page forty-seven.”

“Page forty-seven? Are you sure?” Mr. Dashi smiled.

“Yes, sir.”

“Did you read the entire student guide, Mr. Stewart?”

“Yes, sir. Twice.”

“Twice?”

“I didn’t know what to expect, sir. I wanted to be prepared for school. I read all the documents you sent me after my scholarship was confirmed.”

“Yes, I expect you did.”

“And it’s only plagiarism if Bart’s, uh, Mr. Sanchez’s papers are ‘substantially similar in multiple respects,’ sir. I think you’ll find that his papers often take a viewpoint that is contrary to mine.”

“Yes, I have noticed that as well. Do you write his papers for him, too?”

“Um, sir, we exchange papers and discuss them before submitting them, but the final work is always our own. The student guide says on page two hundred fifty-two—”

“Never mind, Mr. Stewart. I’m sure that you are precisely within the requirements of the student guide, as described on whatever page you state.”

“Sir.”

“Just remember this,” Mr. Dashi said. “Even though Mr. Sanchez’s family is prominent in an allied corporation, helping him study is one thing, but helping him cheat on qualification tests is something totally different.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m not too worried about a few papers, but we will watch Mr. Sanchez’s tests closely.”

“Yes, sir. I understand. I think Bar—Mr. Sanchez—will do fine on the qualification exams. He knows how important they are to him. He should pass. He has good notes, and he understands how important this is to his family.”

“You mean he’s lazy but not stupid. And afraid enough of his father to study hard when he needs to.”

“Uh…”

“Never mind, Mr. Stewart. I think we understand each other. Let’s talk about your future. You are doing well here, and if you keep your marks up, your scholarship will stay in place.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“No thanks required, Mr. Stewart. You have earned it. You and your late father. That was a wonderful piece of work he did, incidentally. TGI owes your family and you.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“That was a few years back. Ten years since the wreck?”

“Eleven years, sir. I was twelve.”

“Yes, you just turned twenty-three. Several years older than most of our students here. Why didn’t you take the scholarship up when you turned eighteen?”

“Sir, it took me a while to work through the paperwork and save enough money for the tickets, sir.”

“Yes, we didn’t consider that the students might come from a Belt station. You are the first Belter at the school in…ever, possibly. I certainly don’t know of any others,” Mr. Dash said. “I’m from the surface, of course; you are the first Belter I have really met. I’m trying to encourage students from the Belt, and from other corporations, to come here to the school. With our resource situation, our people will become our best assets. People like you. We need to expand our reach.”

Mr. Dashi smiled again. “But you didn’t come here to hear a speech from the orbital development council.” He paused. “There is, however, one financial matter.”

“Yes, sir.” Jake took a deep breath. “Sir, it’s not José’s fault. I asked him to do it. He didn’t know it wasn’t allowed.”

“José? What isn’t allowed?” Mr. Dashi looked puzzled.

“It’s just, sir, that my mom doesn’t have a system comm account; we can’t afford one. One of my uncle’s friends uploaded it to the station net when he arrived, and I guess José monitors the general account, so he saw it and sent it on to me. And I didn’t have a system comm account, so I just recorded an answer back and sent it to José, and he sent it back to them, somehow. I guess he uses the school comm account, but I’m sure he just figured it would be OK. I can’t afford the charges, so he just kept doing it.”

Mr. Dashi leaned forward for a moment.

“José sends messages for you on the station comm account?”

“Yes, sir. It’s not his fault.”

“Mr. Stewart, José has been with me for four years. He oversees about ten million credits a month in expenses for me to authorize. If he wants to send some messages on the station account, that’s fine with me. That is not what we are here to discuss.”

Mr. Dashi learned back in his chair and steepled his hands in front of him. “Mr. Stewart, do you know how you go about becoming a merchant officer in the TGI fleet?”

“I go to the academy for two years, sir. First year of general studies I pass my exams, then second year is a department-specific study and office-work term. Graduate with good marks, apply for a place as a cadet on a ship in the appropriate department, and after a year of working I get a class-three license.”

“That’s almost correct. You are almost finished with the first year, and I expect you’ll pass your exams with no problems. Have you given some thought as to the department you want to go to for your work term?”

“I’m trying for deck, sir. I’d like to drive a ship.”

“Not engineering? You have the marks for it.”

“No, sir,” Jake said.

“I see. Well, here’s the question. How are you going to pay for your place?”

“Sir? I have a scholarship.”

“Yes. You see, here’s the thing.” Mr. Dashi unclasped his hands and leaned forward. “Do you know how we allocate spots in the different departments?”

“Uh, no, sir. I expected there would be more information on that at the end of first year.”

“We sell them.”

“What?”

“We sell them,” Mr. Dashi repeated. He explained to Jake that the all the students were sponsored by a corporation; in fact, Jake was the first noncorporate student in memory. Other corporations shared in paying the school’s expenses and in return were allocated places in the classes. Jake wasn’t sponsored by a corporation, so there was no place allocated for him. Once Jake choose his department, he would have to pay for his place.

Jake blinked. “I don’t understand, sir.”

“I need you to tell me which department you are going to be in next year, and how you are going to pay for your place,” Mr. Dashi said.

“Sir, I…Sir, how much does a place cost?”

“Depends on the department,” Mr. Dashi said. “Deck is fifty thousand credits; engineering or medical is forty thousand. Cargo is thirty thousand. Steward is twenty thousand. There are other prices for other departments.”

“Sir, how much is the cheapest one?”

“Administration is ten thousand.” Mr. Dashi leaned forward. “Do you have ten thousand credits, Mr. Stewart?”

“No, sir.”

“What about your family?”

“Sir, I come from a Belter family. There’s just me and my mom and younger sister. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a thousand credits in the same place, ever, never mind ten thousand.”

“But you are a success story for your station,” Mr. Dashi said. “Surely they would want to support you with a loan. Once you get a place at TGI, you should have no problem paying back the loan. Ships’ officers are well paid.”

“Sir, we don’t have much in the way of actual cash out there. We mine fuel and oxygen from the asteroids and trade it with the other Belt miners for rare metals. We trade that to the free traders for our supplies. The only reason they come out is because we give them a free fuel tank when they arrive, and a discounted price on the metals. They trade us food, rations, and manufactured stuff, and then they come back the next year. There is no real money involved.”

“But how do you pay your workers?”

“Everybody who works gets credit with the station, and after we deduct for air, food, space, power and water, we get a piece of each incoming shipment’s profit. It’s not much. I had to sign onto a free trader for a working passage to get here.”

“Yes, I noticed that. You came in on a free trader, not a liner.”

“Couldn’t afford a liner, sir. And none goes out that far, anyways.” Jake shrugged.

“I see. That’s unfortunate. I don’t know what to say to you, Mr. Stewart. You don’t need to pay the full amount right away, but you do have to pay a deposit before you can be admitted into the second-year program. I can delay matters somewhat; you choose the department you want to go into, and we admit you. But you need to pay the deposit before the semester starts and pay the rest before the end of your stay here.”

“I thought my scholarship covered all this.”

“It covers your accommodation at the station, food, water, etcetera. Living expenses. And it pays tuition for the whole program, so you don’t pay for the teaching, but you do have to buy your place.”

“Sir, I don’t know…it doesn’t seem fair,” Jake said.

“It’s not fair, Mr. Stewart. But I can’t change this.”

“I don’t know what to do, sir.”

“Well, contact your family and friends,” Mr. Dashi said. “Perhaps they can help. Perhaps your friend Mr. Sanchez can help.”

“He’s on an allowance from his family, sir. They pay him every week, but it’s not a huge amount.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Stewart. There is nothing I can do. Take some time and let me know your decision.”

“What happens if I can’t raise the money, sir?”

“Well, we’d have to remove you from the classes, Mr. Stewart. You’d have to leave the school and the station.”





CHAPTER 3

“I’m doomed,” Jake moaned. He put down a fork and held his head in his hands.

“You are not. We have options. We just need to find you some money.” Bart dug his fork into a steaming blue pile in front of him. They were sitting at a table in the caf for the evening meal.

“I don’t have any money. How am I going to pay for this?”

“We’ll figure out a way. Don’t worry. What is this?” Bart displayed a forkful of a blueish substance.

“It’s seaweed.”

“You sure?”

“Tonight’s tray is a number six green-blue-yellow,” Jake said. “It’s the ‘blue’ in the mix.”

“You eat this stuff? Every day?”

“It’s free with my scholarship, Bart.”

“Even so. Yuck.”

“I might as well drop out now. I’ll never pay this. I owe ten thousand credits.”

“Why don’t you buy one of the hot meals rather than the trays?” Bart asked.

“Because the hot meals are one credit each. The trays are free for anybody with a station pass, which the school gives me, and each tray has a full half-day of calories and vitamins. Besides, I’m used to eating this. Don’t change the subject.”

“You don’t owe anybody any money,” Bart said. “Yet.” Bart twirled the seaweed from side to side, watching as it slid off his fork.

“Yet?” Jake asked.

“Yes, my confused young Belter friend. Yet. You don’t owe anything yet. You are free and clear right now.”

“But buying the place…”

“Doesn’t happen till the end of second year. That’s when you owe the money. Look, Jake. You know engineering and math and navigation and laws and all that stuff, but I know business.”

Bart dropped the seaweed with a thump and pushed the tray to one side.

“Pay attention,” he said. “I double-checked with the office. You have to say which place you want and put down a deposit before you start second year. Then you have a year to pay the balance. The full balance isn’t due until the end of second year, before you start your cruise. But you only need ten percent of the money to start second year, and you don’t need that money right now. You just have to say what you want to do, and you have until the start of the second-year classes to come up with the money.”

“I don’t understand,” Jake said.

“You don’t owe anybody anything right now. You do have to tell Mr. Dashi what place you are studying for second year, but you don’t have to pay him anything until the first day of second-year class. You’ve got—what—three months for that? And you only need a ten percent deposit. And then you have a whole year to come up with the other ninety percent.”

“But even if I get the deposit, I’ll owe the other ninety.”

“No, you don’t owe it. True, if you don’t pay it, you won’t get a commission, but that’s it. They can’t come after you for the rest of the money. They just sell the commission to somebody else. They keep your deposit.”

“But what about the second year of training at the school? I owe money for that.”

“Nope. Your scholarship covers that.”

A tall, dusky girl waved at Bart and flashed him a smile.

“Hey, Fatima. What’s up?” Bart smiled, but she kept walking. He turned to watch her walk away. She wiggled a bit.

“Bart?” asked Jake.

“Yes?” Bart asked, turning back.

“The bottom line?”

“You need to pick a specialty now. You owe ten percent of the cost in three months. At the end of second year, you need to pay the full amount. And I have a plan for how you will get that money—and, of course, a small honorarium for your uncle Bart.”

“You do.” Jake chewed the last of his meal, and put his fork down to stare at Bart.

“Yes, a foolproof strategy.”

“What is it?”

“Cheat,” Bart said.

“What? I can’t cheat. I’ll get kicked out. How will that get me money?” Jake pointed at the nearly untouched tray of food. “Are you going to eat that?”

“You want seconds? Help yourself.” Bart pushed the tray toward Jake. “No, you don’t cheat. The other students cheat. You know those excellent term papers—I mean ‘study guides’—that you make for me?”

“Yes.”

“Make ‘em for the other students. Charge money. They won’t have to write them; they can just hand them in as their own.”

“But the professors will figure it out. I’ll get kicked out.”

“No, you won’t,” Bart said. “First, most of them aren’t that bright.”

“Students or professors?”

“Both. Second, most of them don’t care who writes the paper. There are kids from important families in some of these classes. Why get them riled up? Third, it’s not your problem. If somebody is found handing in your papers as their own, then they are the ones who get into trouble, not you.” Bart sat back and flipped his hands out. “Simple, see?”

“Oh.”

“The tests are a different matter. You have to actually know how to operate a reactor, not pretend to operate a reactor. That’s why the tests are given at the end of the cruise; you learn real things from real officers, and they make you practice them. And they pay a lot of attention. That’s why nobody cares about academy marks. Just do what I say, Jake. It will work out.”

Jake looked thoughtful for a moment. He spooned up the last of the seaweed and swallowed it. He pointed his fork toward Bart.

“What would I charge?”

“You mean, what would we charge? This is a cooperative business venture. I figure about twenty to a hundred credits, depending on how long the paper is.”

“But how many students want this done? Can I make enough money?”

“Don’t worry, Jake—you handle production, and I’ll handle sales and marketing. You’ll make a fortune, and I’ll collect a modest finder’s fee.”

“A finder’s fee?”

“Sure, I’ll find the customers for you, you write the papers, and you’ll get ninety percent of the take. I’ll take a reasonable ten percent commission. I’ll work all my social contacts; they’ll come running to us!”

“This can never work,” Jake said.

“It will. By my calculations, you’ll get more cash than you need for your place!”

“I’ll never even get the ten percent. I’m doomed,” said Jake. But his heart wasn’t in it.

“That’s the spirit! Outstanding. Whizbang! Good for you, Jake.” Bart was smiling now.

“But what do I tell Mr. Dashi? He wants to know all the details.”

“I have a strategy for that too,” Bart said.

“What’s that?”

“Lie.”

* * *

Lying and cheating proved to be not only an excellent strategy but very easy to implement. Using Bart’s pad, Jake drafted an email to Mr. Dashi explaining his choice for next semester. Mr. Dashi, or José, sent back a series of forms. Jake filled them out and authorized them. He chose the position of deck officer and promised to put in the deposit. He also said he’d be able to pay the other bills when they came due. Mr. Dashi didn’t ask him how he’d get the money, just reminded him when the deposit was due and signed him up.

* * *

“Item one, check,” said Bart when the confirmation email came in.

“I don’t feel right about this,” Jake said.

“Jake, my boy, don’t worry. Just listen to your uncle Bart.”

“I am listening to you, and you are making sense. That’s why I don’t feel right.”





CHAPTER 4

The next morning, Bart made some calls and talked to a friend of a friend—or his second cousin, or somebody he bet on netball with. Jake wasn’t clear exactly what happened, but Bart got him a part-time job as an insurance adjuster. He saw Bart in the hall between classes.

“It’s not the greatest job, but it pays, and you don’t have a heck of lot of work to do,” said Bart.

“Sounds good. What will I be doing?”

“Insurance stuff.”

“What type of insurance stuff?”

“How should I know? I told them you can do it,” Bart said.

“You don’t know what the job is?”

“No.”

“Then how can you say that I can do it?”

“You’re smart, Jake. You can do anything. It’s paperwork; it can’t be too intellectually taxing. You can do all that in your sleep.”

“Well, thanks.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Bart said. “There is one wrinkle.”

“What’s that?”

“Danny’s your boss.”

* * *

The next month was a bit of a blur for Jake. During the week, he worked mornings at the insurance adjustor’s job for four hours. His classes took all the afternoons, and evenings he studied and wrote papers. It had taken some careful planning to fit the schedule together; one day a week he had to be in at 0300 to get done before his 0800 class, and he had to come back at 1000 to catch anything he missed. It would have killed his social life, if he had one.

The job wasn’t that demanding. As an assistant auditor, his job was to reconcile the different reports that came in from corporate ships. The computer handled anything that was usual, so he only saw the exceptions. In most cases it was clear what had happened: data-entry errors, mislabeled shipments, or items that were destroyed or damaged in transit. Jake was surprised by how many of the latter there were. He only remembered a single case of damaged goods arriving at Rim-37, and that was after a collision between a tug and a freighter punctured a container within sight of the station. There were many more here.

The paper-writing business was a success from the start. Bart usually had some social event every night, so he just talked up Jake’s abilities to all his friends and showed them his marks. If he, Bart, could get such excellent marks with Jake’s patented study guides, why couldn’t they? They just had to pay a small fee. The work rolled in. Bart was careful to stress that these were study guides for his own papers and warned them not to hand in the originals. He and Jake consulted daily.

* * *

“Jake, this paper has to be redone,” Bart said early the next week. He was reclining in his chair in the student lounge, reading Jake’s latest effort and scrutinizing a netball game on the large wall screen.

The school shared office and residence space with TGI corporate operations on the station. The student ‘lounge’ was just a meeting room that had several small tables, comfortable chairs and display screens. Computers lined one wall. Jake used the student lounge computers a lot. There was hardly ever anybody there, computer time wasn’t charged against his account, and the connection was fast. He could also use the other stations’ databases, sometimes, when they were in range—comm traffic and orbital mechanics willing. Bart sat with him often, mostly watching sports on the big screen.

“Why? What’s wrong with it? It’s a great paper.”

“That’s the problem. It’s too smart; the writing is too good. There’s no way Fatima could have written this. Her instructor will know it.”

“What do you mean?” Jake asked.

“She’s barely scraping by in class. She can’t start getting A’s.”

“Oh. What should I do?”

“Misspell some words, put in some poor grammar. Kill a few of your better sentences. Dumb it down a bit.”

“That’s hard work for me, Bart.”

“Just cut out some of your better stuff. You can do it.”

“OK.”

“Uh, another issue—you need to do that economics paper for me this week.”

“Give me what you’ve got, and I’ll work on it.”

“I haven’t got anything.”

“You haven’t?” Jake stopped typing and looked up at Bart.

“No,” Bart said. “I’ve been pushing this at parties. I haven’t had time to do anything.”

“You have been busy most nights,” Jake agreed.

“It’s not like it will be much extra work for you. Oh, and by the way, here’s the fifty from Fatima,” Bart said, extending a credit chip.

Jake turned around to look at Bart. “Fifty? I thought you charged her forty?”

“Oh, she gave a bonus, a tip, for good work.”

“But she hasn’t seen the paper yet, has she?”

“No, but I told her about it. I said it would be ready on time and it would be great, and she wouldn’t have anything to worry about.”

“Oh, OK. Thanks.” Jake looked at the credits, and then put them in his pocket. “Well, if I have to write your papers as well, it’s no big deal, I guess.”

* * *

Two weeks later, they were a smooth machine: Bart sold, Jake wrote. All the payments were in cash, so Jake had to make time to go to the station bank every day. He’d never seen that much cash on the rim, and he was nervous about keeping it in his room. He saw Bart every day in class, but they also met either in the student lounge or at Jake’s office to discuss the papers. Bart came by to drop off money or to pick up a data chip. He insisted they do nothing on the stations network.

“I wanted to say thanks to you, Bart,” said Jake. Jake was sitting at the front table at work, typing out a paper on basic environmental system maintenance.

Bart was lounging in a comfortable chair in the small reception, trying to figure out his bet for the station netball quarterfinals. He had on a bright red silk tunic over his skin suit, and new station slippers.

“Thanks for what?” asked Bart. “Is that guy on third shift, the shooter—is he still sick?”

“I have no idea about that guy on third shift. I meant thanks for helping me by getting all those people to pay for papers,” Jake said.

“Helping you? You are helping me.”

“You could have done those papers yourself and kept all the money.”

“My confused young Belter friend, why would I do all that work?”

“Well, with extra effort, you could make it work.”

“Jake, Jake, Jake. This is merchant academy. If you are going to be a successful merchant, you need to understand how economies work. What’s the most basic premise of economics?”

“Buy low sell high?”

“Specialization. Comparative advantage. Give the work to people who do it the best.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. You are the best paper writer in the whole class. You are a paper writer par excellence. Everybody should pay you to write papers, and they, or I, can concentrate on doing what they do best.”

“And what’s that?”

“Betting on netball and spending my sumptuous allowance,” Bart said. “Who do you like in the quarterfinals?”

“What’s a quarterfinal? Is that where you win part of the final?”

“Sort of. How’s your part-time job by the way? And shouldn’t you be doing it right now? What are you doing?”

“Typing out Waheed’s paper. Nope, I got all the work done this morning,” Jake said.

“So, how’s the work?”

“Bart, this is the best job I’ve ever had. This might be the best place I have ever worked at. The office space is great.”

“The best place you ever worked at? Great office space?” Bart looked around. The office was dim. The walls were blank. The furniture was all metal. The chairs were metal and didn’t even have cushions. “Are you kidding me?”

Jake also looked around. “This is a great work space, Bart. Everything works. All the computers work. I can use as much power as I want. There aren’t any blackout hours. The desks and chairs aren’t broken. It’s great. This is way better than any job I had at R37.”

“R37?”

“Rim-37. The Belt station I grew up in.”

“Jake, it doesn’t even have a carpet, or a viewport, or anything on the wall.”

“I don’t need those, Bart. I just want to do my work. The heat even works.”

Bart shook his head. “In any event, this job—what do you do? What’s your day like?”

“I come I in at seven,” Jake said. “I reconcile the overnight reports. The computer flags anything unusual—mass ratings that don’t match, missing reports, that sort of thing. Mostly I just fix data-input errors, move misfiled reports, or check on mislabeled shipments. I have to approve the paperwork on payouts for missing or damaged shipments.”

Bart put down his tablet and sat up straight.

“You approve payouts?”

“No, I just certify that all the paperwork is there; Danny approves them.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.” Bart picked up his tablet and went back to his bets. “It would be good to know somebody who approves payouts.”

“Why?”

“Never mind, it’s too salacious for your young ears. Business stuff you Belters wouldn’t understand. Say, is Danny a good guy to work for? Friendly?”

“He’s an ass. He’s always yelling at me. He complains about everything. He criticizes my work all the time.”

“Uh huh.”

“I don’t know why,” Jake said. “I finish all my work before everybody else on the shift. Danny’s started assigning me everybody else’s work as well. I basically do the work of a whole office of six people before they come in for the day. They just sit around and drink coffee and complain about their hangovers. And I double-check all their paperwork as well. I don’t just tick it off that it’s received.”

“Absolutely.”

“I think Danny just doesn’t like Belters. He makes comments. He says Belters are stupid and that we smell.”

“I couldn’t agree more.”

“What? Bart? What are you talking about? Are you listening to me at all?”

“Nope. Look at that; isn’t that a wonderful sight?”

Jake looked up to see what Bart was looking at. Nadine and her friend Alicia were walking into the office. They had obviously been working out at the gym, and their sweaty clothes clung tightly to various body parts.

“Hi, Jake! Hi, Bart!”

“Nadine! Alicia!” Bart called. “You two are looking fabulous as usual! What brings you two pretty girls to the wonderful world of shipment-insurance processing?”

“Well, it’s possible that we heard about this new silk jacket that you have and had to see it.” Nadine said.

Bart jumped up. “Outstanding. It’s beautiful, isn’t it? Had it made for me at the downport. Pure silk all over. Feel the quality.”

Nadine and Alicia stroked his arm and oohed and ahhed over the softness of it while Bart preened for them. This went on for a minute while Jake watched.

“I’m just dropping off some paperwork for Danny.” Nadine waved a data chip. “He handles my corp’s claims here on the station. What brings you here, Bart?”

“I’m just advising young Jake here on a few things. Helping him write out some forms. Letting him know how the world works.” Bart put a fatherly hand on Jakes shoulder.

“Don’t you mean explaining to him how much of your homework you want him to do, and how much you won’t pay him for it?” Nadine asked.

“I’ll have you know that I always…frequently…often…” Bart paused. “I often do my own homework, but never without one of Jake’s patented study guides by my side. You girls should contract him to write one for your classes. It will be a great help to your studies.”

“How much does it cost?” Nadine asked.

“My young friend here would charge you the minuscule sum of forty credits.”

“Oh. That seems like a lot.” Nadine turned and smiled at Jake. Jake looked at his screen and kept typing. Nadine continued.

“Tell me, Jake, what would you do for me if I gave you forty credits?”

“Um, well, whatever you want.”

“There are lots of things I want, Jake.” Nadine leaned over Jake’s desk. “Would I learn something new? What would you teach me?” Jake blushed at the innuendo. Nadine saw that, and looked towards Alicia and nodded her head. Alicia winked, then she too leaned over Jake’s desk. Jake could smell her; she smelled fit. He blinked and sniffed for a moment.

“Um, sure.” He took another deep breath.

Nadine waited. Jake had no idea what to say.

“How do you like your new job, Jake?” Alicia asked.

“Oh, it’s OK,” said Jake. He cleared his nose and sat up straighter.

“What are you doing now?” Alicia asked.

“Oh, it’s quite interesting. See, I take the overnight reports and reconcile them.”

“The overnight reports? You work here twenty-four hours a day?” Alicia sounded surprised.

“Oh, not our reports. Station ops run twenty-four hours, but insurance claims don’t, and we get communication from all over the system, so there’s no attempt to synchronize working times. All the stations use the old imperial twenty-four-hour day, regardless of planetary day, and Delta, the moon, used a time slip of one hundred seventeen minutes every night at midnight after the twenty-four-hour day. The different stations’ time stayed the same relative shift to each other, and only the moon’s time drifted. So, claims and paperwork comes in all the time, and everything is batched out to us every station morning, and we collect the paperwork together, and Danny approves.”

“Oh,” said Alicia. “Collect the paperwork?”

“Yes, the claims are for content of the containers. When one is lost or damaged, they have to file a report. Then the shipper gets one of our auditors to look at the shipments and declare it a loss. We check all the paperwork and make sure that it’s all there. We need the outbound manifest, the original insurance paperwork, a declaration from the shipper and the receiver, and a note from the auditor. Then if it’s below a certain amount, it’s passed on to Danny, and he approves it.”

“Sounds kind of boring,” Alicia said.

“Well, if that’s all it was, I guess it would be,” Jake agreed. “But I’m interested in this sort of stuff, so if I have time, I investigate a little further. I pull the loading records to make sure the loading order matched the container, and cross-reference the mass numbers on the loaded container with the received container. You find some interesting discrepancies—like look at this one here.” Jake turned to his computer and typed up something.

“See, in this case here, the net weight the shipper showed was identical to the gross weight reported by the carrier, and when it was received, the auditor declared a loss of two thousand kg of furniture for seven hundred ninety-five credits, even though the gross weight and the net weight were the same. I pulled the loading records from the station carrier, and I’ve also asked for a copy of the ship’s manifest and loading documents, as well as their flight profile and fuel logs, because—”

Jake turned around expectantly. He looked at everybody. Bart had rolled his eyes up to the ceiling and was shaking his head. Alicia’s eyes had glazed over, and she was nodding over and over. Nadine just stared at him.

“Because, the net and the gross weight are the same. Right?” he asked. He looked at everybody in turn. “Get it?”

“That’s nice, Jake,” said Nadine. She stood up and waved. “I’ve got to drop this off with Danny,” said Nadine. She held up a data chip. “See you later, boys.”

“Bye, Jake,” Alicia said. The two girls walked toward Danny’s office in the back.

Jake looked around. He looked at Bart. “What just happened there?”

Bart looked at him with an odd expression. “Jake, I have a few questions.”

“Sure.”

“What’s a loading order?”

“That’s the dock’s records of what containers went onto which ship and in what order, and where on the ship they were attached, as well as mass readings.”

“OK, what’s a flight profile?”

“That’s each corporate ship’s second-by-second listing of acceleration and helm controls. It shows the exact course the ship took and how often it used its engines.”

“Uh huh. What’s a fuel log?”

“That’s fuel readings at all times—regular checks from the computer, and a listing of how much fuel was loaded at different times.”

“OK, two more questions. Why have I never heard of these?”

“Well, I guess we didn’t talk about them in class. They are ship operational things. Normally the deck crew does this, not the officers, and the computer mostly does them automatically. But I’ve always had to do them on the station and provide the records for inbound and outbound shipments, because some of their computers weren’t so good.”

“Final question.”

“Shoot.”

“Why, in the name of a hundred dead emperors, did you choose that as the topic of conversation when two pretty, blond girls who were barely dressed were leaning over your desk?”

“Oh.”

“Yes. Oh. You, Mr. Stewart…”

“Yes?”

“Are an ijit.”

* * *

The girls left, and Jake went back to typing his paper, but he was smarting inside. How come he could never pick up on those things? The girls had been right there, and he had been talking about insurance.

Bart was finishing his netball picks. He looked up and frowned.

“Jake.”

“What? I know. I’m an ijit.”

“Yes, you are. But I have another question.”

“I like girls. Not boys. It’s not some sort of deflection thing. I just can’t seem to get it together.”

“Not that, but good to know. I was thinking of inviting José from the registrar’s office out to dinner with us one night. He’s a fine figure of a man, if you are into that sort of thing, and if you were on that team, as a friend I would. But, here’s my question.”

“Yes.”

“What would pulling all those other records prove? Those logs and loading things.”

“Mass.”

“Why do you care about mass?”

“Our insurance records don’t actually prove that there was anything in the container. The shipper certifies that they loaded it. The receiver certifies that it wasn’t there, or it was damaged. And we pay them, sight unseen.”

“But I thought our auditor checked that?”

“We don’t have auditors everywhere. And even if we do, sometimes they just don’t have time or just don’t go check the claim. They have a check box that says, ‘approved but not inspected’ that just means they agree but didn’t bother to check.”

“Nobody checks that the shipment ever happened?”

“That’s supposed to be our job here. But for some reason, we don’t have that in our procedures—there is no documentation that anybody looked at the loaded shipment, or that we’ve ever loaded any in transit.”

“OK,” Bart said. “But what are you doing with all those logs?”

“I’m just checking the mass readings. It could just be transcription errors. The loaders show a mass value, and that’s supposed to be net—the mass value of the contents not including the container. Mass isn’t so important on a station; they are in fixed orbits that don’t change. They tend to swap containers one for one. For instance, they receive a type A3 container from a ship, and they replace it outbound with another A3 container with different contents, so the mass of the containers cancels out.”

“OK, I get that. But why do the ships care?”

“The ships are much more careful,” Jake said. “They need to know the total, gross mass of their shipments including the mass of the containers and contents. If they don’t get that right, their maneuvers will be off, and they might smash into a moon.”

“That would be undesirable.”

“It usually doesn’t come to that; they can see the moon coming and adjust thrust to account for minor differences, but that should show up in the fuel logs.”

“I don’t see how.”

“If you know how much the ship was supposed to mass, and what its actual course was, you can calculate pretty much exactly how much fuel it should use, provided the reactor efficiency numbers are correct. And if it’s a corporate ship we know all that. If I have a thousand-ton ship, and it accelerates at one G for ten minutes, I know that it should have used three kg of fuel and reaction mass, so I can check it against the fuel logs. If it didn’t, that means something was off—either the fuel log, the flight profile, or the mass readings.”

“So you can tell there was something in the container?”

“Yes. I can’t tell what, but I can tell there was something—or if there was nothing. And there’s another problem.”

“What now?”

“Well, look at this one from this morning.” Jake brought up a report. “See, it’s a claim for vacuum damage on a shipment of wooden items and clothing.”

“So? We ship lots of that stuff. And containers break, so vacuum damage happens,” Bart said.

“Yes, but vacuum doesn’t affect wood or clothes. It affects electronics, and some metals get vacuum welded—but not wood. In fact, on the station, every so often we would pull atmo from various places. The vacuum would kill pests like bugs and rats, and it’s a great way to sterilize clothes that you get from dead or sick people.”

“You wore dead peoples’ clothes?”

“Clothes are expensive in the Belt, Bart. When somebody without a family died, all their personal stuff would be dumped in an open airlock for a few hours. That process killed all the bugs and bacteria. Then it was sold at auction, and the money went into the station’s general account.”

“Wow. OK. So, the bottom line is, for this shipment you can’t prove there was anything in the boxes, right?”

“Correct,” Jake agreed.

“But could there have been something there? I mean, the paperwork error could have been either way, right? The crews could have under-weighed the containers—reported them as less dense than they really were.”

“I suppose so…What are you saying, Bart?”

“Just that you don’t know what’s really going on.”

“No, it’s just odd. It kinda looks like something funny with the insurance payouts, but I’m not sure.”

“Well, you can’t just go accusing people about these things.”

“I guess not. I really need to get more information. I’ll send some e-mails.”

“You do that. Let me know what you find. I’m curious now; I’ll need to know these types of things once I’m back at family HQ. But for now, I’m going to see a man about a netball game.”

Bart walked out of the office. Jake turned back toward his terminal and began typing.





CHAPTER 5

“Belter Boy! Get in here!” Danny shouted from behind Jake.

“A minute, Danny.” Jake finished typing on his screen. He had stayed late last night sending some e-mails, and spent the morning looking at the responses. He wasn’t as far ahead in his work as he usually was.

“Now, Jake. My office.”

Jake sighed, but he saved his work. Danny didn’t have an office; the sign on the door said, “Ms. Gonzales.” Ms. Gonzales was the departmental boss, but she had another office somewhere and never used this one. Danny had taken it over and was practicing lording it over the student workers.

“Stewart! You Belter twit! What have you done?” Danny demanded.

“Done? All the reports are finished,” Jake said.

“Not the reports, you dolt. What are these e-mails I’m getting?”

Jake’s brow furrowed.

“Uh, the report e-mails from me, you mean. That’s how I send you the reports, Danny, by e-mail.” Jake pursed his lips. “I’ve been sending them that way for almost a month now.”

“No, you moron. I’m getting contacted from all over the rings.”

Jake nodded. “Those e-mails? I’m asking for copies of ship logs.”

“Logs? You are asking for logs? Why do we want logs? What did you do?”

“There were a few discrepancies that didn’t match up, so I thought I’d look into them.”

“We don’t pay you to think,” Danny said. “If we paid you to think, we’d be paying you half of what we pay you now. Who told you to check on the logs?”

“It seemed the natural extensions of my job.”

“Stewart, were you born this stupid, or did you have to work at it? Everybody thinks that we can’t read our own reports. You are supposed to certify the paperwork is present, that’s all. We’re not supposed to be bothering important ship captains all around the rings with stupid requests. Who told you to send these e-mails?”

“Nobody. I thought it was a good idea.”

“Don’t think; listen. How many of these have you sent?”

“Just a couple of them—five so far this week,” Jake said.

“E-mail those people back. Tell them the problem was on our end, not theirs, and tell them that we don’t need the logs after all. Thank them for their time.”

“Why should I? You’re not the boss.”

“No, I’m not the boss. But I am your boss. And I write your evaluations. And if you get a bad evaluation, Gonzalez will fire you.”

Jake seethed. But Danny was right. He annotated Jake’s time card each week, and Jake couldn’t afford to lose this job. If nothing else, the better computer let him type faster.

“Yes.” Jake started to turn away.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, Danny.”

“No, ‘yes, sir.’”

Jake closed his eyes and let out a breath.

“Yes, sir.” He turned and went back to his desk, sat down, and looked at his screen for a moment. Then he called up his e-mail and began typing.

Shari, a girl from his accounting class, sat two desks down, reading something on her screen. She smiled sympathetically at him.

“Shari, come in here, please,” Danny yelled.

“Buzz off, Danny. I’m busy,” she yelled back.

“Shari, I need to talk to you.”

“No, you don’t. Buzz off, Danny. I’m busy.” She shook her head and smiled at Jake. “That’s the way to treat him. Don’t let him get to you.”

“You can’t talk to him like that. He’s the boss,” Jake said.

“He’s not the boss; he just makes sure that we show up and fills out some time cards. This is a student’s job. He’s not really in charge, he just thinks he is.”

“He fills out my evaluations. He can get me fired.”

“Jake, he can’t fire you,” Shari insisted. “Only Gonzalez can. And she won’t. If the paperwork gets done and the reports are filed on time, Gonzalez doesn’t care. And he won’t fire you.”

“He won’t?”

“Jake, how long have you worked here? A month?”

“Not quite that. Why?”

“What do I do here? What do you see me doing?”

“Well, not much, to be honest. You study a lot.”

“I do,” Shari agreed. “This is a great place to study, but do you see me doing any work?”

“No.”

“That’s right, you don’t. That’s because you do all the work. Danny has dumped every single report on you. You are doing about four people’s work—mine, his, the rest of the morning crew’s. You do all of our work.”

“Well, I figure you get stuff done when I’m not here.”

“You are here all the time.”

“The computer here is better than in my room or the student lounge.”

“He’s taking advantage of you,” Shari said.

“It happens. I need the job. And I don’t want to get fired.”

“He can’t fire you; He would have to do the work. Don’t you see?”

“Well, yeah, but I can’t take the chance.”

Shari cocked her head and looked at him sideways.

“Really?”

“Shari, I don’t have a corp looking out for me; it’s just me. And I don’t mind. The work is kind of interesting.”

“Well, whatever suits you.”

“Shari, I still need to talk to you,” bellowed Danny from the office.

“And you should still buzz off,” she yelled back. She shook her head and returned to her typing.

* * *

Jake finished the study guide he was working on and turned back to his e-mails. Despite the cancellations he had sent, he had still gotten some replies, so for practice he worked through different settings. This brought him to some other cross-references, and then he looked up a file or two.

Two hours later he sat back from his desk. Shari had gone home. Danny was still in his office. Jake was confused. He got up and walked to Danny/Gonzalez’s office and knocked on the door.

Danny looked up. “What?”

“I need you to look at these reports.”

“I’ll look at them when I’m ready. E-mail them to me.”

“There’s a problem, Danny. We might have to contact Ms. Gonzalez.”

Now Danny sat up straight. “What do you mean?”

“It’s easier if I show you. Can you load the report?”

Danny fumbled around. Eventually, Jake logged in as himself and showed Danny the tables he had put together.

“Here, Danny—look at the mass in this column.”

“What about it?”

“This isn’t right. There shouldn’t be numbers like this.”

“What do you know? You’re a Belter kid.”

“No, I think there is a problem with the shipments.”

“Stewart, what type of problem do you think there is?”

“I think some of the auditors are stealing from TGI. I think that there are a bunch of shippers that are shipping out empty containers, claiming here are goods in them. I think that our insurance adjusters are certifying the shipments as present and paying out the claims on nonexistent goods. This is insurance fraud. We need to tell somebody.”

“Tell somebody? Who?”

“Mr. Dashi, maybe? He’s pretty senior in TGI. Or your boss, Gonzalez. Should we tell your boss?”

Danny pushed his chair back from his desk. He looked at Jake and then spun his chair. He turned around in a complete circle and then regarded Jake speculatively, starting to chuckle.

“Danny, ah, sir? Um, what?”

Danny continued chuckling, then shook his head. “Jake. Go close the door.”

Jake got up to close the door. “Um, sir?”

“Call me Danny, Jake.”

“Sir, Danny. What’s so funny?”

“You are, Jake.”

“Why?”

“Bart told Gonzalez she should hire you because you were a hard worker, and smart. He also said you were a little naïve.”

“He did?”

“Yes, and he was wrong.”

“Wrong about what?”

“You aren’t a hard worker, you are an extremely hard worker. You do more work than the entire rest of the office.”

“Thanks. I think.”

“Whatever,” Danny responded. “And you are way more naïve than Bart said. You are right; somebody is stealing from TGI. Do you know who?”

“The shippers?”

“Kind of, but not quite.”

“The auditors?”

“Nope. Guess again,” Danny said.

“I don’t know.”

“Me. You. Us. We are stealing from TGI.”

* * *

Jake drew back from Danny, and his eyes widened. “We are stealing? How? I’m confused.”

“Look, you’ve already figured out the mechanism of this. We sell insurance here. Among other things, we sell small-shipper insurance—if you want to ship items somewhere, and you want to ensure for loss or damage, or something like that. You call us, tell us the value, we fix a price, you pay. If the cargo is lost or damaged, then we pay your claim. Simple, right?”

“Well, yes, Danny, that’s how insurance works.”

“Don’t be an ass, Belter boy. Right, and do you know what our profit margin is here?”

“No.”

“Seven hundred percent.”

“What?”

“Seven hundred percent. That’s after costs. We’re a very small but immensely profitable part of the TGI empire. TGI makes most of its money off very large insurance; they insure entire fleets, whole space stations. And that market is very competitive. They make maybe four percent a year. We make seven hundred percent because we are the only ones who work in this small space, and we charge a fortune. We’re ripping off most of our customers.”

“We are?”

“Yes. Remember—seven hundred percent profit, and that’s after expenses and losses. TGI overcharges everybody.”

“Wow.”

“Exactly. Now, some of our smaller customers, the ones on the edge, the most vulnerable ones…they are the smaller lines—the free traders. You are from the Belt. I’ll bet you know a lot of free traders, right?”

“Yes, sir,” Jake said. “Some of my family are free traders.”

“Right. So, some of them have figured out how to game the system in a small way—a little insurance fraud, a few lost shipments, and TGI gives them five hundred credits. These are the small people, the ones who really need the money. Did you notice which ships are on the reports?”

“Not really.”

“Other corps—small ones. Free traders. Some station-owned ships. Did your station own a ship?”

“We had three—all ore barges. And some containers of our own.”

“Right, so you know what I mean. Did those ore barges make a big profit?”

Jake shook his head. “No, they didn’t. We just traded ore for goods and stuff like that. We couldn’t even afford to buy fuel at inner-system prices; we brought fuel with us.”

“Really? Wow, you are poorer than I thought. But wouldn’t a few extra credits feel good to those ships’ crews?”

“Sure. But what about TGI loyalty—helping the company out and all that?”

“Jake, look here.” Danny tapped his collar.

Jake looked at Danny’s colors. He had noticed them before, but it had not really registered. Danny’s collar tabs were yellow first, not red. Two others were red, but not the main tab.

Jake got it. “You don’t work for TGI.”

“Nope, and neither do you. Not with those black borders around your tabs.”

Like the other students, Jake’s collar tabs had a black border. Unlike the others, only one was red; the others were all white, signaling that he had no affiliation.

Danny spun his chair around again and then stared at Jake.

Jake had no idea what to say. He sat and stared at Danny until the silence became uncomfortable. Jake cleared his throat.

“What happens now?” he asked.

“Well, Jake, that’s kind of up to you, isn’t it? I suppose you could report me to Mr. Dashi; he has oversight on this department. There would be an investigation. I’d lose my job probably, but I’d just go back to my corp; they don’t care too much if I was ripping off TGI. Most of the people involved would be fired, but they are like me: they have other corps to go back to. All these little companies and ship holders would be blacklisted by TGI. It will hurt some more than others, but not that much. They’ll miss the money, but there are other corps than TGI.”

“Won’t the militia get involved?”

“With what? There’s no violence, and the militia only gets involved with cross-company issues. This is purely an internal TGI issue.”

“Oh.”

“And, of course, you’ll lose your job too. Do you like your job here?”

Jake had to be honest. “No, I hate the job.”

Danny laughed. “Honesty. I like that. But you need the money, right?”

Jake nodded slowly. “Yes, I need the money.”

Danny nodded. “That’s what Bart said when he recommended you. Hard worker, smart, needs the money.” Danny spun his chair slowly again, then he came back to face Jake.

“So, Jake, you need to make a decision. Putting a bunch of small operators out of business, perhaps getting your coworkers fired, getting yourself in trouble. All to help a big corporation that won’t give you a job after you go to their academy, unless you pay for it. Think about it.”

Danny stood up and opened the door.

“Take the rest of the day off. Think about what you are going to do. Let me know tomorrow. Just give me a day’s notice so that I can take care of some things.”

He ushered Jake out.

* * *

“What’s the problem then?” asked Bart. They were sitting in the caf, drinking station beer. Bart had no money in his pocket, so Jake had to pay this time.

“What’s the problem? They are asking me to steal money!” said Jake.

“I don’t see it that way. Danny and the others are doing the stealing. You’re just doing your job—but in the way you’re supposed to do it, not with any of your additional ‘extra research.’” Bart reached up and rubbed his head. He winced.

Jake looked at his friend. Bart was sitting stiffly, and he moved his arms slowly, as if his body was sore.

“What happened to you? Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine. Just a little stiff.”

“You look a lot stiff. What happened?”

“I had too much fun drinking after the game last night. I fell down the ladder on C deck. Banged my arm up. Remember, I grew up on the surface; low gravity is still work for me. I wish I had your zero-G skills.”

“Wow,” Jake said. “Did you go to the clinic?”

“No, it’s not bad. Just hurts a bit when I stretch. I’ll be fine. And don’t change the subject. All you have to do is not do your extra research.”

“But I can’t stop doing it.”

Bart shrugged his shoulders, and winced again. “Why not? You weren’t supposed to do it in the first place. And Danny gave you the perfect out: you were bothering people and he told you to stop. Everybody in the office heard him tell you to stop, right?”

“Bart, I don’t want this.”

“It’s not really your business, o naïve Belter child.” Bart glanced from side to side, then leaned closer to Jake. He gestured Jake to lean closer. “How much did he offer you?”

“Offer me what?”

“Offer you to keep your mouth shut? You know, the payoff, the grift, the vigorous?” Bard rubbed his thumb over his first two fingers.

“The what?” Jake narrowed his eyes.

“The money. How much money did he offer you?”

“Uh, nothing.”

Bart leaned back. He smiled.

“And I bet you didn’t ask for anything.”

“No.”

“Never entered your head, did it?”

“No.”

“Jake, you are one in a million. Spirits of dead emperors smile on you.”

Jake stirred his food with his spork. “What should I do, Bart?”

“Keep your mouth shut. Do your job. Stop doing the extra searching. Let Danny have his little scam. Study hard, write papers to make money for us. Pass your tests. Help me pass mine. Graduate and forget TGI, unless they offer you a job. Remember Danny’s name and contact info for a favor later.”

“That’s it? Look the other way?”

“Yes.”

“I’m not sure I can do that,” Jake said.

“This is really bothering you, isn’t it?”

“It is. Is there any way I can make Danny stop?”

“Probably not. But if you like, I can talk to him about it. We’re a little more flexible about these things in my family, and I can speak his language. I got you the job, after all.”

“Bart, could you? That would be great. Maybe convince him to stop doing this?”

“I doubt I can convince him to stop—but I can probably convince him to hide it better.”

“If you could do that, it would be great. I wouldn’t feel so bad if I couldn’t see what was happening.”

“So, you are OK about him doing it, but you don’t want to know about it?”

“Well, when you say it like that, it sounds stupid.”

“Forget I said anything,” Bart said. “I’ll go see him later tonight. I’ll tell him you will keep your mouth shut, but he has to dial way back.”

“Thanks, Bart.”

Bart got up and gave his friend a hearty clasp on the shoulder, which made both of them wince.

“Don’t worry, your uncle Bart will take care of everything,” said Bart. He limped away.

To Jake, Bart didn’t look as though he was capable of taking care of much. But Bart had helped him stay in school, had helped him get this job. Bart hadn’t let him down yet.

* * *

Jake was back at his desk the next morning, reconciling his accounts. He felt particularly tired and grumpy. Between the schedule and the stress, he was having problems sleeping.

Danny came in and nodded at him, and gestured toward his office. They both went in and closed the door.

“Bart talked to me,” Danny said, sitting down. “You can keep doing your regular work and review any records you see here, but no more e-mailing random ships.”

“OK.”

“That’s it? OK?”

“OK, yeah. That’s it. I’ll do my work and keep sending you the reports.”

“Good.”

“They’ll still highlight the discrepancies,” Jake said.

“And I’ll still keep authorizing them as long as the appropriate auditors have signed off. You’re covered, Jake. You’ve reported your findings to the appropriate authorities. You can keep your job—and keep writing papers for other students during working hours.”

“You know about that?”

“Bart and I had a long talk. I know a lot of stuff. But we’re good. Just make sure you get all of your work done. Here—take this and give it to Bart when you see him.” Danny reached into his pocket and handed Jake a credit chip. Then he handed him a second one. “And take this one for yourself.”

“What’s this for?” asked Jake.

“Bart’s idea. It’s for you. A little present for all the extra work you are doing: keeping all the reports up to date, doing all that auditing. A bonus. Now get out—I have work to do. Go. Just don’t send any e-mails.”

Jake went back to his desk. He turned the credit chip over in his hands. Danny said he was good. He didn’t feel good. He felt sick, involved in something that he didn’t understand. He sat down and stared at the screen. Sighing, he pulled up his records.

* * *

Jake had a spate of papers the next few days, so he only had time to do the basics of his job but no extra investigation. That suited Danny fine.

Bart wasn’t in class the next day, so Jake dutifully copied and e-mailed him his notes. By the end of the second day, still with no sign of his friend, Jake got worried. He went by Bart’s cube and pushed the comm, but there was no response. He went back to his desk and sent an e-mail: “Haven’t seen you in two days. Just went by your cube but you didn’t answer Where are you? I have something for you. Are you OK?

Bart replied immediately: “I’m fine. In my cube studying my netball finals options. Let me know what time you’ll be here, and e-mail before you arrive. I’ll let you in.”

Jake arranged to go to Bart’s cube on his next break. He arrived right on time and pressed the gong. Bart opened the door.

“Come on in,” Bart said as he stepped back inside.

“Bart, why are you hiding in here?”

“Believe it or not, I’m studying,” said Bart.

“Studying? I’ll go with ‘not.’”

“What? No, not school—I’m studying the netball teams so I can finalize my bets. And I’ve been stiff from the fall, so I’m sticking around here.”

Jake gave him the credit chip from Danny. Bart took it without any comment. They talked about the papers Jake was writing, and Bart showed him a list of names on his tablet.

“Jake, can you collect from these guys? I’m too busy.”

“But you always handle the money.”

“I’m kind of tied up with this netball thing. You can take care of it. Let me give you the amounts.” Bart handed his tablet to Jake.

Jake looked at them. He was surprised; they were larger than normal. He raised his eyebrows.

“Wowsers, Bart, you really jazzed these folks for money.”

“Ah, don’t worry about it. They have lots. I’ve got a new policy: charging what the market will bear. I’m doing different prices for different people. If I think they can afford it, I charge them more.”

“That’s a good policy. What do they say when they find out somebody else got it cheaper?”

Bart winked at Jake. “I tell them if they tell anybody about the price, they pay double next time. That way they won’t talk about price.”

“Good idea,” Jake said.

“Yeah, so just ask them for the money. And my young Belter, don’t mention price to them. Just take what they offer.

“OK.”

“And you get another payment toward your place.”

“Yes.”

“And don’t forget my cut, Stewart—ten percent of what you get. I’m watching you!” Bart wagged his finger at Jake.

“You’re quite a kidder, Bart. Come on down to the caf and get something to eat.”

“I can’t. Too much netball to study.”

“You know, if you put as much effort into your regular school as you do into netball betting, you would be an A-plus student.”

“That’s why I have you, my young Belter friend. You take care of that. Besides, I don’t want an A plus. My father is going to force me into indentured servitude, so I don’t want him thinking I’m too competent. I just need to pass. Keep up the good work.”

“Speaking of work, I still feel kind of awkward around Danny.”

“Why?” Bart’s tone sharpened. “What did he say?”

“Just to keep doing my work and give him the reports.”

“So? Keep doing that.”

“I still don’t feel right about this.”

Bart closed his eyes and shook his head. “Jake, we talked about this. You aren’t stealing anything. You are doing your job to the letter. It’s not your fault, or frankly any of your business what others do.”

“Bart, he gave me money.”

“He did? How much?”

“Uh, fifty credits.”

“Sounds about right.”

“But that means I’m helping him steal,” Jake pointed out.

“What did he say it was for?

“For doing extra work.”

“See? It’s a bonus for extra effort.”

“Bart, he’s paying me to not report the problem.”

“Not report it to who? You reported it to him, right?”

“Yes.”

“He’s your boss. You reported to your boss. You did the right thing.”

Jake got up and paced for a moment. He pushed his hair back and then sat down again.

“It doesn’t feel like the right thing. Bart, I think I might have made the wrong decision about this. It feels wrong. I think I should go to Mr. Dashi.”

“No, you shouldn’t, Jake. Trust me on this. Nothing Danny does will reflect on you. He’s doing a public service, really. Helping the little guy out. Adding to the common weal.”

“Weal? Is that even a word?”

“Doesn’t matter. Jake, imagine this: suppose you were back at your station, and you put in a claim for damage and got more money than the good were worth. How would you feel then?”

“Well, pretty good.”

“Right, and would your family—your mom and your uncle or cousin or whoever, would they sit down and say, ‘Wow, I feel really bad about ripping off the insurance company?’”

“Well…”

“Would they?”

“No, they wouldn’t.”

“No, they wouldn’t. In fact, they would probably throw a party with some of the extra money, wouldn’t they?”

Jake nodded. He did, in fact, remember a party of sorts when he was younger—something to do with a temporary shortage of ruthenium ore. The station had a supply of it. The station council charged one of the megacorps through the nose for it. They made so much more than normal they had a party with the profits.

“So, the emperor’s spirit is shining on you. You are helping out the little guy. The champion of the workingman. And TGI certainly owes you, what with these extra fees for your education—and what they did to your dad.”

Jake nodded again, faster this time.

“There you go. Now, I’ve got work to do. Go record manifests.”

* * *

Jake went back to the office. He had just begun on a new file when Nadine walked in. She had a corporate outfit over her skin suit. Light pants and a button-up jacket. There was no log on the jacket, but it had a high collar to hold her corporate flashes.

“Why, hello there, Jake.”

“Hi, Nadine. Bart isn’t here.”

“What makes you think I’m looking for Bart? I could be looking for you! I might be here to seduce you on your desk before anybody else comes into the office.”

Jake’s eyes opened wide and he pushed back from his desk. Nadine laughed.

“You look terrified. Relax, Jakey. Your virtue is safe with me. I have to drop off documents with Danny. Do you like my new outfit?”

She did a little pirouette in front of him. Jake admired her from the front and from behind. She looked good from both directions.

“That’s a nice outfit,” he said. Then he noticed something. “Say, I didn’t know you weren’t TGI.” Her collar flashes were not TGI colors. He didn’t recognize the corp colors, though.

“No, I’m on exchange from my head office. Where is Bart—is he sick? I haven’t seen him in class in a couple of days.”

“Probably not. I think he’s watching the netball semifinals.”

“He missed a test. Are you taking his tests for him?”

“Taking his tests? No, never. I’d lose my scholarship. I just take notes in class for the two of us.”

“That’s right, I forgot about your scholarship,” Nadine said. She sat down across from Jake, crossed her ankles and clasped her hands in her lap. She stared right into Jakes eyes until he began to feel uncomfortable. Then she leaned forward and put her elbows on his desk. Flirty Nadine was gone, this was a much more serious Nadine on display here.

“What would happen if you lost it?”

“Well, it wouldn’t be good. I can barely afford to be here. If I lost my scholarship, I wouldn’t be able to stay in school. I’d have to go back to the Belt and work as a deckhand or something.”

“Is that why you study so hard?”

Jake nodded.

“Because you don’t want to go back to where you came from.”

Jake nodded again.

“That makes sense. You don’t want to fail. Nobody likes to fail at things, Jake. But why do you do all that extra work for Bart? He’s your friend and all, but why do you help him so much? I think he’s taking advantage of you?”

“Bart? No. He’s my best friend. He is kind of lazy, but he’s very generous.”

Nadine nodded, but she didn’t look convinced.

“But he’s not a very good friend. Getting you to do all that extra work.”

“What? Bart’s the best friend I could have. He knows that I don’t have much money, and I don’t like charity, so he gets me to do all his papers for him, even short ones that he could do himself, and he pays me every time. And he’s helped me in other ways. He got me this job. I couldn’t have got it without him.”

“I’m not so sure about that Jake. But I am sure he got some sort of kickback from Danny.”

“What?”

Nadine sighed and leaned back in her seat. “Never mind. Jake, that’s the longest conversation you’ve had with me all year. Did you know you’re sexy when you talk that way?”

Jake blushed. “No.” He looked down at the desk.

“In fact, I was talking to Alicia about that—about you.”

“Alicia was talking about me?” Jake tried to sound cool but blew it badly.

“Yes, I was with her at the spa yesterday. The one on J deck? Alicia and I were there. They do this thing where they sit you down and give you a scalp massage and run their fingers through your hair. It’s heavenly. But we were talking.”

Jake fantasized for a few moments about running his fingers though Alicia’s hair. Then Nadine’s. Then both.

“What?” He had missed what she was saying.

“I said Alicia says she admires your dedication. She said it was so interesting to see somebody involved in their job and trying so hard to make a difference. She said it made you hot.”

Jake sat straight up. “She said that?”

Nadine shook her head and laughed. “Of course not, Jake. You are so easy to tease. But we thought everything you said was very interesting. We never would have figured it out that way. That was very shrewd. Did you find any more information about your log things?”

Jake knew he had promised not to talk about this but Nadine didn’t say anything else. She just stared at Jake and smiled. Jake blinked once. The silence stretched. Jake felt he should say something, just to be polite.

“Uh, well, I found others. Four different claims that don’t match the mass readings. I sent out requests, and I got some e-mails back—kind of snarky, but I do work for corporate auditing and we’re supposed to audit things, I guess. And I am an auditor, so I should audit stuff.”

“That’s what Alicia said. She told me that she thought auditing was fascinating,” Nadine said.

“She said that?” Jake asked.

Nadine raised her eyebrows.

“Of course she didn’t,” Jake said, with a grimace.

“You’re improving. Right, but we had finished having our massage, and we were sitting in the steam room together, talking about this, about how we would handle something like this when we were out of school.”

Now Jake was picturing Nadine and Alicia in the steam room. Did they wear towels? Were they naked in the steam room? Would they run their fingers though each other’s hair…?

“What?” Again, he had missed what she said.

“I said she was interested in what that e-mailed log told you,” Nadine said.

“Oh, it proved my theory. The deck officer even made a note of it. The ship’s fuel consumption was way lower than expected. Fuel consumption would only be so low if two containers had been empty, rather than full of three thousand kg of ‘office fixtures.’”

“So, what does that mean?”

“Uh…” Jake paused. “I’m not supposed to talk about it.”

“Danny’s idea, right?”

“What?”

“To not talk about it. He doesn’t want anybody knowing how dumb he is, and how smart you are. This has all been going on under his nose, but I’ll bet he’s going to tell everybody how he figured it out without your help.”

The silence stretched. Then Nadine leaned forward and rested her chin on her hand. “Jake, I’m interested in what you found. I’m at school to learn about business. This is part of that. Please, tell me what you found.”

Jake shifted in his chair and dropped his head. He didn’t like Danny. Danny didn’t like him. Danny made fun of him in front of everybody. Jake saw a vision – Danny shaking hands with Mr. Dashi and accepting a reward chip, while Jake stood, unnoticed, in the back of the crowd.

Jake bit his lip. He hated it when others took credit for his hard work. Like the term paper writing. It was all his work, but others reaped the benefits. It was frustrating, and lonely. And here was a woman who was interested in something he knew all about. An attractive, intelligent, woman, with attractive friends. Friends he wanted to impress. What the heck.

“The insurance claim is false, I guess. Could be false, I guess.” Jake squirmed on his chair a bit.

“People are stealing things?”

“Kinda. Yes.”

“Have you told anybody?”

“Well, I told Danny. He’s following up on it. He’s the boss, you know, and I was just, you know, doing some extra stuff.”

“Is Danny following up on it?” Nadine asked.

“Well, there’s nothing really to follow up on. All the approved paperwork was OK. It was just my extra stuff that showed some problems. It’s up to Danny. He’s the boss.” Jake shrugged his shoulders.

Nadine stared at him, then shook her head. “You’re too smart to believe that.”

“What?”

“You don’t believe that. Last time I was here with Alicia, you were all fired up with excitement about what you had found. You had found a mystery, and you were going to figure it out. Sending e-mails. Reading logs. And now you’re trying to act all cool. I’ll tell you something, Jake.”

“Yes?”

“You don’t pull off cool well.”

“No, I don’t. I’m not cool,” Jake agreed. He sighed. He wanted to be cool.

“No, but you can be other things.”

“I can.” Hopefully.

“Yes, in a cute, involved sort of way. Like those dogs in that show. You know—the black ones on the vid?”

“Labrador retrievers?”

“That’s it. Big, fun, furry dogs. Smart. Loyal. Excitable. Cute.”

Jake stared at Nadine. He was hoping for sexy, or dangerous, or even intriguing.

“I’m cute and excitable. Thanks, Nadine. That’s great to know.” He pursed his lips.

“Oh, don’t get so offended. Cute is good. So is smart.”

“Uh huh.” Cute. Great.

“In fact, because you are so smart, Alicia and I did some research.” Nadine pulled out her pad and played with it for a moment.

“Research about your cargo logs. Remember, I’m here to learn about how to work with my corporation, so I pulled my own corporate records. I found one of these mass discrepancies you talked about. Cross-indexed it with our shipping records. Found an empty container that was shipped by us.”

“You did? You did all that research?”

“I did. Don’t sound so skeptical. I’m not just a pretty face, you know.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to imply anything.”

Nadine put his hand on his arm. “It’s OK, Jake. I’m not just a pretty face; some guys say I have a nice ass too.”

Jake choked.

“But Jake, I have responsibilities to my corp. Alicia and I deal with Danny’s department too, and we wanted to make sure we weren’t involved in anything strange. We’ve covered ourselves. Did you find any other issues?”

“Well, I sort of stopped looking after I told Danny about it. He’s the boss. He can take care of this.”

“That’s not what you said before. You told Bart, didn’t you?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

Nadine ignored the question. “He told you to drop it, didn’t he? ‘Just stop checking those reports and let it go, my young Belter friend.’” Nadine did a good impression of Bart.

“He said it wasn’t my problem. I’m just a clerk.”

“He did? Why would he do that, I wonder?” Nadine tapped her fingers on the desk.

“Bart’s my friend. He got me this job. He gives me good advice.”

“As far as you know.”

“What?”

“Never mind. I know Bart’s your friend. And he’s right; it’s not really your problem. Keeping your mouth shut might be the best course.”

“Yeah.”

“But Jake…you are a smart guy. Ask yourself this: are you the only smart guy here? Can somebody else figure this out? And if they do, will it come back to you? And what does say about you and your choices? What will other people think about you, if they find out you knew and didn’t do anything?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Are you going to be a corporate drone, doing whatever for whomever? Believing what they tell you? Or are you going to think and act for yourself?”

“It’s just a bunch of reports, Nadine.”

“For now. For now. Listen, I gotta go. Give this data chip to Danny, please.”

She dropped the chip, turned, and walked away. Jake watched her go. She did have a nice ass, he noticed. Athletic. He sighed again; he didn’t understand women.

He went back to reconciling his traffic. He had to get it all done before his midmorning classes. He started typing, but the discussion with Nadine kept coming back to him. What was the right thing to do? He didn’t want to make waves, but Nadine was right. This couldn’t go on; he needed to do the right thing. But he had promised Danny. What if he warned Danny? He could do that.

Jake typed an e-mail to Danny. “Need to talk about that report thing. Having second thoughts. Can I meet you in office?”

The response came back immediately: “On video conference call with HQ. No time today. Meet me in my office after class tomorrow morning.”

Jake got up and walked into Danny’s office and put the credit chip Danny had given him on his desk.

Well. That was done.

* * *

Next morning, Jake had one long class on cargo-loading procedures. He barely paid attention for most of it; he had loaded cargo before. He did take notes, since Bart would need them. He was sure Bart had never loaded a cargo ship in his life. It was possible that Bart had never actually even seen a cargo ship.

The class was almost done when there was a knock at the door. The instructor leaned out of the door and conferred with someone, and then she turned around. “Jake Stewart, Mr. Dashi wants to see you. You need to go.”

All eyes in the classroom turned to Jake. He stood up, collected his things, and carefully saved his notes before walking out the door.

Mr. Dashi’s assistant, José, stood outside the classroom.

“José? What’s going on?”

“Mr. D. wants to see you. Let’s go.”

José walked ahead of him up the stairs toward Mr. Dashi’s office, and gestured Jake to follow.

“What’s this about, José?”

“Mr. D will explain.”

When they arrived at Mr. Dashi’s office, José walked right up, knocked perfunctorily, and then thrust the door open. He stepped aside and gestured Jake in.

Jake walked into the room. The door made a thunk as it shut behind him.

* * *

Mr. Dashi was sitting behind his desk. He had pulled his chair right up to the desk and was sitting very straight in it. His hands were clasped in front of him, and he was leaning forward. Two women Jake didn’t recognize sat on chairs to his right. They could have been sisters. Both were short with long black hair and black eyes. One of them wore a black jacket over her skin suit with a matching head scarf. The other wore an elaborate cravat in TGI colors. They looked very neat and precise, like accountants.

On Mr. Dashi’s left sat Danny.

Danny? What was going on? Was he in trouble too? Had they caught Danny and now wanted Jake to testify against him?

Mr. Dashi didn’t invite Jake to sit.

“Well, Mr. Stewart. What have you got to say for yourself?”

“Sir? I don’t understand.”

“We know everything, Mr. Stewart. The auditors have been working all night since Mr. Lalond informed them.”

“Mr. Lalond?” Oh, thought Jake. That must be Danny’s last name.

“What did Mr. Lalond inform them of, sir?”

“We’ve been looking into your e-mails, Mr. Stewart.”

Jake relaxed. It was about the e-mails to the corporate ships.

“I’m sorry about that, sir.”

The silence stretched. Mr. Dashi looked at Danny, then back at Jake.

“That’s it. You are sorry?” Mr. Dashi asked.

“Sir, I thought I was doing my job. It was just a few e-mails, sir. I didn’t think it was a problem.”

“You didn’t think it was a problem? That’s all you can say for yourself?”

Mr. Dashi looked at one of the women to his left. She shrugged.

“I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to cause trouble,” Jake said.

“Didn’t mean to cause trouble? That’s all you have to say?” Mr. Dashi took a breath.

“Mr. Stewart, I have to admit, you were quite smart about the whole thing, and you had an excellent act. It’s partially my fault, really. I bought the whole thing—the poor Belter, the disadvantaged family, the dead father, the heroic work history. All of it. I should have known better; I’ve seen things like this before. Was he really your father, or is that a story you heard at your station?”

“Sir? My father died helping rescue that TGI ship.”

“Of course he did. Of course he did. Good for you—sticking to your story.”

Mr. Dashi leaned forward and put his head in his hands for a moment. Then he looked up and continued. “But you forgot about the auditors. They found you out. Why did you change how you took the money? That’s how they found it out so quickly; that’s what proved it to me. If you hadn’t started just keeping the money here, we wouldn’t have believed it.”

“Sir? What money?” asked Jake.

“The money you stole.”

Jake shook his head. “Sir? I didn’t steal any money. What are you talking about?”

“Oh, don’t try to act all innocent. We pulled your banking records. We see all the payouts, going back this last month.”

“My banking records?”

“Yes, Mr. Stewart. We are allowed to do that. It’s in the student guide, remember.” Mr. Dashi gestured at his screen. “Or didn’t you read that page?”

“But what do you need my banking records for, sir? I just sent some e-mails asking for logs.”

The woman with the head scarf spoke for the first time. “Is that what you are claiming now? That you sent the e-mails? That it was your idea?”

Jake turned toward her. “But it was my idea. I just wanted to double-check the insurance claims.”

“Look, Mr. Stewart.” Head scarf fiddled with her tablet. “We’ve got all the proof we need. We see that you and your gang have been falsifying insurance claims for the last year. You’ve been paying off an auditor, or auditors, to certify empty shipments as full. And you’ve been certifying the paperwork as all present, and taking a kickback.”

“A kickback? What kickback?”

“We’ve been tracking all these deposits in your account: ten to fifty credits at a time,” headscarf said. “It was smart of you to keep them small; these small irregular deposits are easier to hide. And of course, deleting those files and canceling those e-mails was a big red flag.”

“Canceling e-mails? Deleting files? What are you talking about?” Jake’s legs started to shake, just a little bit.

Danny cleared his throat. “Jake, it’s too late for that. We know everything about you. I told Mr. Dashi this morning that you knew I was onto you and that we had to act fast. I told him how you were telling me the ships were not sending the logs I had asked for, but then in fact I saw that you had sent out e-mails canceling my requests.”

“Your requests? But I sent those e-mails. You are the one who told me to cancel them. You said not to bother the captains.”

“Jake, we’re not that stupid,” Danny said. “Nobody will believe that. I told Mr. Dashi about my suspicions immediately after I realized you had been deleting documents.”

Danny turned to the two women. “By the way, did we find out what he deleted, and can we get it back?”

The cravat woman flipped up her tablet and tapped it. “We got some of it back. We can confirm the e-mails were deleted by Mr. Stewart. He deleted files that went back well over a year, almost two. We got enough of them back to confirm that there was impropriety and theft. It will take a very long time to identify all the players, though.”

“I didn’t delete anything. What deletions? When?” Jake’s shaking got a little worse.

“Last week,” Danny said. “You stayed late at work; you even used my office to hide your work. There is a record of you logging in from my office for five hours.”

“But that was you,” Jake protested. “You had me log in and delete those files.”

Everybody laughed at that, even Mr. Dashi. He looked at Jake. “Mr. Stewart, you are the only student who consistently uses a hardwired terminal rather than a tablet or some mobile device. You are religious about logging in and logging out with your credentials. We know it was you.”

Jake looked at Mr. Dashi, who appeared sad. The women’s faces were stern. Danny was frowning.

“But I didn’t do anything,” Jake insisted. “I didn’t take anything. I didn’t steal any money.”

Head scarf tapped her tablet. “OK. We found dozens of deposits in the last few months for small amounts. How did you earn that? Where did it come from?”

“Other students. They were paying me,” Jake said.

“Paying you to do what?” Mr. Dashi interjected.

“Help them with homework. Write papers. I wrote their papers for them.”

“And they will confirm this, of course?”

“Well, no, they weren’t supposed to hand in my papers as their own.”

“So, no confirmation from your classmates?”

Danny leaned forward. “Jake, you were going to class full time and working in my office. Are you saying that in addition to all that work and studying, you had time to do all this classwork for other people?”

“Yes. I did. I could do all three. It was hard, but I needed the job.”

“To steal things?” asked Danny.

“I didn’t erase anything. I didn’t steal anything. I don’t know what’s going on. What’s happening?” Jake was definitely shaking now.

Mr. Dashi shook his head again. “I wouldn’t have believed it. Mr. Stewart, the only thing you can do now is to come clean.”

“Come clean?”

“You are the first Belter student we’ve ever had. I know it’s rough out there, and I know it’s hard for you. I checked some of your story: the voyage in from the outer Belt must have taken a lot of hard work. I confirmed part of that. And you are still a young man.”

Mr. Dashi tapped his screen again. “You do have an excellent academic record, Mr. Stewart. You didn’t fake that. You have done very well here. You would do very well with TGI in the future. You could do very well with TGI in the future. I don’t want to lose a potential good crewman just because you didn’t have the advantages that some others had. Just because you made some bad decisions is no reason to ruin your life.”

“Mr. Stewart, just give us your coconspirators,” Mr. Dashi said. “We’ll find them eventually. We know you had to bribe some people, and we’ll find out who. It would much easier if you just told us who they were.”

Jake stared at Mr. Dashi for a moment. Coconspirators? Who used a word like that?

“There are no coconspirators, sir.”

“You did all this yourself?”

“No, sir, I mean there is no conspiracy. I just found about this this week. I reported to Danny about it. He said he’d look into it. He knew who was stealing. He set it up himself.”

“Mr. Stewart, I expected better from you.” Mr. Dashi started ticking off items on his fingers. “We have evidence. We have your e-mails. We have your bank records. We have your deposits. We have irregularities in your work. We have Danny’s notes. He’s been suspicious of you from the start, and his evaluations reflect that. He set a trap for you; he had you send out those e-mails looking for the logs, and then as soon as he was away, you canceled them.”

“Sir, I canceled them because he told me to. You have to believe me. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Well, if that’s your line, then we have no other choice.”

“No other choice? What’s happening?” Jake asked.

Mr. Dashi leaned back and wiped his hands across his eyes. “What’s happening, Mr. Stewart, is that you are expelled, as of this instant. Your scholarship is revoked. The documents are in your e-mail. We are pursuing charges against you with the militia. Expect to hear from them. José and security are outside. They will escort you to your school locker and allow you to remove your personal effects, but no corporate property, including tablets and data devices. And that’s not the end of it. Station security will be with you shortly and turn you over to the militia.”

He pressed a button on his desk. The door opened, and José stepped in.

“Go,” said Mr. Dashi.

Jake went.

* * *

After Jake left, Mr. Dashi jumped up from his desk and began to pace. He stopped and looked at the three people still in his office. For once, he wasn’t smiling. “Danny, you’ll give me a report on the losses?”

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s your top priority right now. I want it available by the beginning of first shift tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir.”

“That will be all. I need to talk to these ladies.”

Danny nodded and left without speaking.

Mr. Dashi waited until he had stepped out and closed the door, and then turned to the auditors.

“Where do we stand?” Mr. Dashi Asked.

Cravat tapped her screen with her fingers. “We won’t get militia charges. He’s a free trader, not a corporate employee. We can ban him from our stations and our business, but they won’t chase him for anything this small. And because he wasn’t working with another corp, they won’t even need to adjudicate an intercorp dispute. Once he leaves the station, he’s free and clear.”

“Good. I don’t want the militia messing in our business.” Mr. Dashi resumed his pacing. “How much money are we talking about?”

“Not much. It’s so small that we don’t even have to put it on our report.”

“We’ll just write it off. But it bothers me. He’s the last one I thought would do something like this, and I’ve seen some scams over the years.”

“Well, we’re pretty lucky he deleted those e-mails,” said Cravat.

Mr. Dashi stopped pacing. “Why?” he asked.

“It was pretty subtle theft, and pretty small. Very sophisticated, really. But the deleted e-mails served as a pointer to the other items. Without them, we would have had to sift through months of data, and it wouldn’t have been worth it.”

Head scarf cleared her throat.

Mr. Dashi looked at her. “Yes?”

“Something you said earlier. Why didn’t he hide his tracks better?”

“I’ve been doing this a long time. We wouldn’t have been able to prove much without those deleted e-mails. So…”

“Yes?” Mr. Dashi asked.

“So why did he delete them? Why not just wait us out? It smells odd. And I have a question for you.”

“Yes?”

“How long has he been at school here?” Head scarf asked.

“I’d have to check exactly. Almost a year?” Mr. Dashi looked up in thought. “No more than a year.”

“Some of the deleted e-mails go back almost two years.” Head scarf said.

“Whose e-mails was he deleting?” Mr. Dashi asked.

“It’s a generic account; all the auditors use it. That way everybody can share info.”

“This has been going on for two years?”

“At least. Parts of it have. But it was set up before he got here, so he had some sort of help.”

Mr. Dashi leaned back and ran his hand through his hair. “He had to have had an accomplice?”

“Maybe. Or was he the accomplice? It doesn’t quite smell right. I mean, if he were somehow involved with stealing the money remotely, why come to school and risk exposure?”

Mr. Dashi looked hopeful. “Perhaps he’s not guilty?”

“No, he is. Of something. Maybe of just being stupid and trusting, but that’s still a crime here.”

“Yes, yes, it is. Do you think there is more here?”

“Oh, for sure. But it’s not worth pursuing right now. This is not a priority,” said Head scarf.

“What would it take to make it a priority?” Mr. Dashi asked.

Head scarf and Cravat looked at each other. Head scarf tilted her head from side to side. Cravat nodded and spoke.

“We would need more resources. More budget.”

Mr. Dashi nodded. He knew how this game was played. “Of course. If you look into this, I’ll be happy to second your request for extra staff.”

“Second a request to your bosses?”

“Let me see the report. If you find something, I’ll give you something.”

“Fair enough. We’ll start now.”

“Keep me informed.”





CHAPTER 6

Bart walked into the bar. This was the seventeenth drinking establishment he’d been to while looking for Jake. He hadn’t realized there were that many drinking places on the station.

The room was dark and had no chairs. There was a full bar at the far end of the compartment, and a variety of stand-up tables and wall ledges around the room’s perimeter. The place was less than a quarter full—mostly groups of two or three men or women with badly scratched plastic glasses in front of them.

Jake was leaning up against a table near the bar, right next to the view screen. Bart walked up to him.

“Found you,” Bart said.

“Yes.”

“You, sir, are an idiot.”

“Ijit. Say ijit here.”

“Why?”

“Belter bar. I can talk normally here.”

“I see.”

A waitress came over, spoke to Jake, and took his glass. Her accent was so thick that Bart had no idea what she had said. Jake’s accent was back, and he was slurring his words, so Bart couldn’t understand him too well either.

“You can barely stand,” said Bart.

“Yes. That’s how things work here. They keep serving you as long as you can stand upright or hang onto the bar. Once you fall down, you’re cut off. Simple system.”

“How many have you had?”

“Me? Four.”

“Four? Lightweight. You are already slurring.”

“Check out the size of the glasses.”

The waitress came back with two one-liter cups, both worn and scratched. She turned to Bart.

“Ten credits.” When she spoke directly to him, her accent was strong but understandable. Bart reached into his pocket.

Jake grabbed Bart’s hand and said something to the waitress. Bart couldn’t understand either of them as Jake and the waitress argued for a moment.

She turned back to Bart, losing the accent. “Fine. One credit each for the beer. One-credit deposit for the glass. Three credits.”

Bart paid, and she left.

“Trying to rip off the rich corporate kid?” Bart asked.

“Yes.”

“How come just a credit for a deposit?”

“I brought my own glass. No need for a deposit. That’s how it’s done.”

“That’s unsanitary! And disgusting.”

“If you think that’s disgusting, wait till you taste the beer.”

Bart did. He gagged and spat it back into the glass. “This tastes like shit. And what’s all this stuff floating in it? Did something die in it?”

“It is shit. Yeast shit. Yeast eats sugar and shits out alcohol. And something did die in it; the stuff floating in it is dead yeast and the residue from brewing.”

“How can you drink this crap?”

“I’ve been drinking it since I was four. There’s five hundred calories a glass, just about. The brewer’s yeast has all sorts of vitamins and minerals. The alcohol sterilizes the water, so there’s no problem with bad water supplies. You can just about live on it. One time Mom, my sister, and I went a week with nothing but beer to eat. Dad was late coming back from a salvage, and we were out of money. The beer kept us fed.”

Bart cursed. “The emperor’s scrotum!” He took a big swig, gagging, but forced it down. “If you can drink it, I can. Did you do it?” he asked.

“Do what?”

“Steal that money?”

“No. Do you believe me?”

“Yes. I don’t see a reason for you to lie to me. Plus, you are not stupid enough to get caught that way. What’s going on?”

“No idea. I don’t understand.”

“Danny set you up,” Bart said.

“Why would somebody set me up? I’m nobody.”

“Exactly. If it had been me, I’d assume blackmail. But what can they blackmail you out of?”

“Nothing. José walked me out of the school and watched me clean out my locker. I have one semihard suit, an actual hard suit, three liners, a bunch of book keys from the library, a complete set of cutlery, basic electrical and mechanical hand tools, and a plastic glass. Oh, and…” Jake reached into his pocket and felt around. “Seventy-three credits cash. They have frozen my bank account, pending the investigation.”

Bart grunted. He fished around in his pockets and pulled out some credit chips. “Here, take these. You can pay me back when they unfreeze your account.”

“They’ll never unfreeze my account. I’ll never get the money back. I’m going to militia adjudication. They’ll send me to the penal colony on South Continent.”

Bart began to reason with Jake. It wasn’t a militia matter, it was corporate, and corporate courts couldn’t send you to South Continent. Plus, he had contacted his dad. Bart’s dad had hired a lawyer. The lawyer was confident it could all be cleared up and Jake would be re-admitted and get his money back.

“You hired a lawyer? I can’t afford a lawyer,” Jake said.

“Right, you can’t. But I can. I called my dad and told him I needed you in class to graduate—that you were tutoring me and responsible for my good marks.”

“Your marks aren’t that good.”

“For my family they are. They’re great. I’m shaping up to be the most educated Sanchez in three generations, mostly because of you. My dad won’t give me any money for booze, but he thinks a lawsuit is an excellent part of my education. He’s already assigned a family attorney to your case. I sent you some docs in your e-mail. You just have to authorize them.”

“Fine, I’ll do that. Drink up; another round.” Jake signaled the waitress.

“Another round? What for? I think you’ve had enough.”

“Old Belter rule. When somebody else is paying, drink up. You’re paying. I’m drinking.”

* * *

Jake felt himself being dropped; he woke up with a start. Where was he? On a bed. It was his bed.

“Sorry, buddy. I’ll rescue you from devious corporate shenanigans, but my help doesn’t extend to undressing you,” Bart said as he closed the door. “Sleep tight.”

Jake lay back and let the sleep take him.

* * *

Something was beeping. Jake sat up and looked around. His comm screen was flashing. “Lease terminated. Account closed. Vacate cube by twenty-four-hundred hours tomorrow. Confirm.”

Great. Now he had no place to stay. He sat up and looked into his closet. He had packed his hard suit into its case when he cleaned out his school locker. His toolbox was next to it. All his other personal items like cutlery were stuffed into pockets and tool belts on his Belter suit. Jake had been embarrassed to wear his suit around the station, because he looked like a dork wearing it—but it did have pockets.

He stumbled out into the hall and began the long journey to the fresher. After relieving himself, he dialed up a drink of water. The tap wouldn’t start when he put in his code. INVALID ACCOUNT flashed over the water fountain. No water for him.

He returned to his cube and sat on his bed. His comm unit beeped again, and he looked at it. It was a formal notification he’d been fired from his job. It was just a standard form letter, but it had Danny’s name on the bottom.

“Danny’s fault,” he said. He was a little drunk, thirsty, soon to be homeless, and nearly broke. None of this was his fault. He hadn’t done any of this; Danny had. He deserved an explanation. He wanted answers. Danny would have them. Let’s go see Danny.

Jake stumbled as he went out the door. Have to correct that. He climbed down several levels on the stairs, until he arrived in one of the lower habitation levels. He hadn’t been to this section before, and was surprised at how bad a shape it was in. Some of the lights were broken, and there was graffiti on one of the walls. He stepped off the stairs and turned to the airlock door that let him into the habitation corridors.

Thunk. He tripped on the last step and fell backward with a bang. Pain shot through his head. He hauled himself upright and just sat for a minute. That had hurt. Jake reached back behind his head with his hand and felt a warm wetness. He brought his hand in front, where he could see it. Blood. “Perfect,” he said. “Perfect.”

* * *

Jake got a bit lost going down the corridor to Danny’s cube. He walked past it twice before he figured out the numbering system. There was nobody around at this hour; it was the middle of third shift. He thought he saw somebody disappearing around a corner ahead of him but didn’t get close enough to see who it was. After he got himself turned the right way, he headed back toward Danny’s cube. He came in front of it, and finally managed to connect the number in his addled vision to the one he had looked up on a public comm.

He leaned forward and pressed his palm against the door panel. Rather than buzzing, the door ground open. That was odd. It should have beeped so the occupant could unlock it. The fact that the door had opened meant it was already unlocked from inside.

He stepped forward into a cube that was only a little larger than his. Danny was propped on his side on his bed, facing the door.

“Dannny!” Jake stuttered. He caught himself and corrected his voice. “Danny. You and me have something to talk about. I know that you deleted those files. I know that you did something. But why me? What did I ever do to you?”

Danny didn’t say anything, just kept looking at Jake.

“That was a shitty thing to do, Danny. I’ve never stolen anything. They kicked me out of school, man. I’ve lost my scholarship. I needed that scholarship. Why?”

Danny didn’t say anything, just kept looking at Jake.

“Why Danny? Why? What did—Oh.”

Danny hadn’t moved. He was just lying there. And he hadn’t blinked, either.

“Danny—are you OK? What’s wrong?” Jake leaned forward and prodded Danny’s arm. Danny’s elbow collapsed under him, and he began a slow roll onto his face and off the bed. He thudded onto the floor face first, and Jake got a clear view of his back—the big pool of blood soaking the back of his shirt, and the big knife stuck right in the middle of it.





CHAPTER 7

Jake stared at Danny’s corpse. The knife stuck out of the middle of Danny’s back, blood pooling around it. Jake started to back away, grabbing the door frame for support. He stepped back into the hall, leaned against the wall, and stared at the body in front of him.

“Jake?” asked a voice behind him. He turned around. It was Nadine.

“Jake, what are you doing here?” she asked.

He looked around him.

“Danny? Danny!” Nadine said. She covered her mouth with both hands. “What did you do? What happened?”

“He’s…he’s dead. He was dead when I got here.”

“Move.” Nadine shoved Jake aside, and dropped to her hands and knees and very competently checked Danny’s body for a pulse. She tried twice, once at his neck and again at his temple.

“I just poked him,” said Jake. “He was lying on the bed when I got here. The door was open. I talked to him, but he didn’t answer. So I just—pushed him, and he rolled over.”

Nadine stood up and turned to Jake. “Have you been drinking?”

“Yes, I was earlier. But that was hours ago.”

Nadine put her hands on Jake’s arms. She spoke slowly and softly. “Jake, did you kill him?”

“No. No.”

Nadine continued to speak softly, like a loud noise might startle Jake and make him run away. “Why did you come here?”

“I just…my accounts are suspended. I’ve been kicked out of school. They took my scholarship. Mr. Dashi fired me. Danny fired me. I just wanted to know why. Why me? I never did anything to him.”

“You’re fired? Kicked out of school? Which ‘him’? Why did Mr. Dashi kick you out of school?”

“Remember all that information about the insurance scam?”

“Yes, you thought somebody was stealing from TGI.”

“Well, I sent some e-mails.”

The whole story came out. Nadine didn’t ask any questions. He kept talking and didn’t so much stop as simply run out of steam. By that point he had sat down and slumped against the wall. Nadine bent down and took his hands in hers.

“Jake, tell me the truth. Did you come here to kill Danny? Or did an argument just get out of hand? Is that what happened?”

“I didn’t kill him. His name was on the e-mail that I got. I just wanted to talk to him and ask why he did this to me. I just didn’t want to take his money is all.”

Nadine pulled her left hand back and looked at it. “Jake, why are you bleeding?”

“I fell, just around the corner there, coming off the stairs. Hit my head.”

Nadine looked at her hand and then back at Jake. She nodded twice, as if she was deciding something.

“I believe you, Jake.”

“But nobody else will. I’m here, Danny’s dead—and they think I’m a crook.”

“Does Mr. Dashi think you stole this money?”

“Yes, he does. I didn’t steal it.”

“I believe you, Jake,” she repeated.

“Oh, Nadine, I don’t know what to do. Everything has gone wrong since I came here. I wasn’t sure I wanted to go here, but the station was behind it. All Mom’s friends—first person ever to go to the merchant academy from our station. Just keeping up with things has been too difficult. And now I’ve screwed everything up.”

“Stop blubbering Jake. Think for a moment.” Nadine’s tone sharpened.

“I need to go talk to Mr. Dashi.”

“Jake, don’t be stupid. Somebody killed Danny. He was your boss and you were just fired for theft. You are here in the middle of the night, drunk, and bleeding. Everybody will think you killed Danny. Why do you need to talk to Mr. Dashi?”

“I didn’t kill Danny. Mr. Dashi will know what to do. It must be the person who stole all the money. The brains behind the scheme. Mr. Dashi will help me find him.”

“No, he won’t. He’s TGI. They’ll pin this on you so fast you’ll be on a shuttle to South Continent by afternoon shift. TGI is not your friend, Jake. And think about this.” Nadine released his arms and pointed a finger at him. “Jake, what if it’s Mr. Dashi who stole the money? What if he’s behind the scam?”

Jake’s mouth opened, but no sound came out.

“Jake, you can’t trust anybody.” Nadine leaned close to him and grabbed both of his hands again.

Even with all that was going on, Jake couldn’t help himself. He took a big sniff. She smelled like honey. He closed his eyes as he drew it in.

Nadine spoke again. “You’re right; everybody will think you killed Danny.” She leaned back and bit her lower lip, then exhaled out of her nose. “You have to go.”

“Go where?”

“Away from here. Get off the station. Get away from TGI.”

“Where? But how? I don’t have any money.”

“Here.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a ticket token. “I was going to go visit my relatives, spinward. This is a ticket for the Ring Castle. She’s got a launch window in less than two hours, to an outer-belt transfer station. I was going to take an inner transfer from there, but you can take it. The transfer station is a communal freeport. From the transfer station you can head farther rimward.”

“But it’s keyed to you.”

“No, it’s an open ticket. It’s not keyed to anybody. Take it and go. I’ll wait awhile, then contact security. They’ll take some time to figure things out. You’ll be gone by the time they get here.”

“I don’t know.” Tears started to stream from Jake’s eyes.

“Jake, just go. Stop blubbering. Man up and do what I say. TGI will grind you up”

Jake leaned against the wall and began to cry. Nadine just crouched there holding his hands while he cried. Finally, he stood up and looked at Nadine. “Thank you, Nadine. I’m so sorry.”

“I am too, Jake. Write me when you get out there. I’ll tell you what happens.” She gave him a little shove towards the door. “Go.”

Jake went. He stood and started walking down the corridor, faster and faster, and then he broke into a run.

Nadine stood up. She watched him run around the corner. When he stopped to look back, she gave him a little wave. He kept going.

Nadine waited until he disappeared around the corner and then looked around. There was nobody within sight. She walked to the end of the corridor and peeked around to make sure Jake was gone, then strode back to Danny’s room. He was still lying on the floor. She looked at the blood spots on her hand, leaned forward, and carefully wiped the blood from her hand onto the side of Danny’s shirt. Then she slid the door nearly shut but didn’t engage the locking mechanism.

She turned out the pockets on Danny’s skin suit and examined them. They held some credit chips and a packet of seaweed sauce, which she returned to his pockets. Methodically she searched his lockers, his drawers, the pockets of the clothes hanging in his closet. There were two other credit chips in the pocket of a shirt. They both had large balances, but she returned them to their places. She ran her fingers under the lockers and on the flange below the bed. Nothing turned up. Her tablet beeped and she checked the time, then ran a query, poked at it, then returned to the search. After thirty minutes, it beeped again.

She sat down carefully on the floor and stared at Danny, then nodded once, threw the door open, and stepped out into the hallway. She took several deep breaths, almost hyperventilating, and then screamed as loudly as she could. There was a public comm down the hall. The emergency number was three digits. “Murder! There’s been a murder!” she yelled when the operator answered.





CHAPTER 8

The co-pilot and the captain, a male and a female, sat in a control room, staring at view screens. One view screen showed an outside camera with a view of a space station. The other had a table of numbers, some of which were flashing yellow, and some green. The woman had her gray hair pulled back in a short ponytail, and she was methodically tapping the yellow numbers on the screen and overriding warnings that popped up. Her skin suit was old but neatly patched. Four green rings encircled her cuffs, all of them faded. Her faded name tag read ‘Captain Iversak’

The young man on her left had short black hair and a single green ring on his cuffs. That ring was narrow, and the color was bright. His nametag said ‘OFF 3 Desmaries’ and looked brand new. When a button on the screen flashed, he reached out and stabbed it.

“Control station. Officer Third Class Desmaries speaking.”

“Get off the radio, Timmy. I need to talk to Beth,” came from the speaker.

“Sir, I’m the junior pilot; I can help you. And you should call me Officer Desmaries.”

“No, you can’t. And no I won’t.”

“Sir, you can’t talk to me that way.”

“Yes, I can. I don’t have time for this, so let’s be honest: I know that you are the chairman’s great-nephew. It’s not a secret.”

“Uh, yes, sir.”

“Well, he’s my cousin. I’ve known him since we were kids, so you can’t go running to him and complain. Won’t work. And one of the things you need to learn is not to get in a fight with the cargo department. Now, shut up and put Beth on the line.”

The captain had heard the whole exchange. She hid a smile as she spoke to the air.

“You’re on speaker, Stu. Are we still waiting for that courier?”

“He just left. I’ve got a box, a small one. I signed for it and put it in the safe. Do you still have clearance to undock?”

“We got clearance a while ago,” the captain said. “Why?”

“I think we need to check again. There are a bunch of station security people here. They say one of our passengers murdered somebody.”

“Oh.”

“They want to search the whole ship,” said Stu.

“Search the ship? Have they got a name?”

“They have a name, but it’s not on the manifest.”

The younger officer interjected. “You let passengers on without an identity check? Without checking fingerprints?”

“Shut up, Timmy,” said the voice. “We have over eighty on-demand tickets. They are good for anybody. They say this guy could be one of them.”

“No names? Why do we allow that?” asked Timmy.

“Because they pay about three times as much as a regular scheduled ticket, that’s why. Now, shut up. Beth, they want to search the ship for this guy and take him off.”

“You didn’t let them on?” asked the captain.

“No way. I don’t want any TGI goons on my ship.”

The captain raised her eyebrows. “Actually, it’s my ship, Stu.”

“Whatever. Regardless, they’re not coming on. They are claiming that station control will hold us while they search, but I don’t think that’s true.”

“Why not?” asked Timmy.

The captain raised two fingers in a ‘shush’ motion towards Timmy. “Because they are TGI, not militia,” she said, looking at the speaker.

“Exactly,” Stu’s voice said. “If we hold the ship and miss the launch window, you pay the cost, Beth.”

“I thought it was your ship?” the captain asked.

“If we’re making money it’s my ship. If we lose money, you get her.”

“Thanks, Stu.”

“No problem. Are we launching on schedule or not?”

The captain leaned back and tapped her fingers on the console. The screen flashed green.

“Yes. Unless port control revokes clearance.”

“Better call them.”

“I’ll do that right now.”

* * *

Jake ducked down and squirmed into the corner. The Ring Castle passenger compartments had ten rows of six seats with an aisle down the middle. Jake was against the outer bulkhead. If he perched up on his seat, he could see the drama unfolding at the forward airlock. Two crew members in stylized yellow-and-red Castle Transport logo blocked the airlock. Their arms were folded, and they looked bored. A tall, skinny man in an officer’s skin suit was speaking on a hard phone beside them, probably talking to the control room.

Three TGI security staffers in security vacc suits, with full gear and holsters, faced him. One had a shotgun. Jake could hear raised voices, but not exactly what was being said. The TGI leader, a short woman, looked unhappy—but, Jake noticed, not unhappy enough to step off the station into the ship; her authority ended at the door.

“Hello, young man!”

Jake started. Sliding into the seat next to him was an older couple. They wore tailored suits, but semihard ones, not the standard soft skin suits most people had on. They sat down and strapped themselves in. In addition to the restraints, they also connected the air, power, and communication lines as well.

The woman turned to Jake and extended her hand. “Jim and Jan Janquier,” she said.

“Hello. Um, I’m Jake.”

They waited a beat for him to give his full name, but he didn’t.

“Pleased to meet you, Jake. I see we’ll be seatmates for the next sixteen hours.”

Jake just nodded. His eyes were locked on the front of the cabin. The tall Castle Transport crew member was off the phone, and he was shaking a finger at the TGI security. The TGI leader was shaking her head and arguing.

“You are an outer-ring boy,” said Jim Janquier.

Jake turned toward him. “How do you know that?”

“Well, first of all, other than us, you are the only one not wearing a soft suit. Second, you’ve got all your power and comm connections in, and third, you are already inside your emergency bubble. Only ring people do that.”

Jake looked down. All the kids were taught this from an early age. Squeeze in, plug in, strap in. Connect the restraints, connect the power, and slide into the emergency bubble. The emergency bubble was kind of a sack that you slid into, but it could be zipped over your face and was airtight when closed, so you could survive in it even during a hull breach. He hadn’t even realized he had done it.

“Oh.”

“So where are you from?” Jim asked.

“Rim-seventy-three,” Jake said. He wasn’t, but a friend of his mom had an uncle from there, and he knew enough to fake it.

“Oh, do you know my niece there, Nicolette Janquier?” asked Jan.

“Uh, I’ve been away awhile.”

“Of course.” Jan nodded once and looked at her husband. He shook his head slightly. Obviously the boy didn’t want to talk for some reason, but that was fine. People from the Belt minded their own business.

A speaker crackled above them. “Departure in ten minutes. All station crew depart immediately. Nitrogen mix in ten minutes. Reduced gravity in ten minutes. Acceleration warning! Acceleration warning! Acceleration in ten minutes.”

The gong bonged, and strobe lights flashed the prescribed warning patterns. Passengers busied themselves settling in.

Jake stretched to see the airlock. The thin crew member was back on the phone. One of the other Castle crew had left, and the TGI security were in a huddle at the lock. People busied themselves settling in. The tall man turned away from the lock to pay attention to the phone. His lips were moving, but Jake couldn’t hear him. He nodded twice and then hung up, starting to speak to the other crew member, who then grabbed the locking bar for the airlock.

The TGI crew was still there. The tall man stepped forward and began yelling at the security in the airlock. Jake knew what they were saying. If the crewman pulled the locking lever, the hatch would close automatically. That would be too bad for anybody in the way.

The gong bonged again, twice. “Departure in five minutes. Close all airlocks. Nitrogen mix in five minutes. Acceleration warning! Acceleration in five minutes.”

The TGI leader handed something to the Castle crewman. He looked at it closely, then put it in his pocket and stepped back. The TGI crew member began to undress in the airlock. She was taking off her belt and boots and pulling things over her head.

Jake double-checked his restraints and power coupling. When he looked back, the airlock was swinging shut. The castle crew dogged the manual restraints and walked away. There was no sign of the tall man or the TGI security.

The gong bonged three times. “Undocking in one. Acceleration warning. Acceleration in one minute. Nitrogen mix now.”

Jake leaned back in his seat. He let out the deep breath he had been holding as he felt the ship begin to move. He was safe.





CHAPTER 9

The stress of the last two days, or possibly the lower amount of oxygen in the air after they upped the nitrogen, was telling on Jake. Nitrogen mix was only two-thirds normal pressure, to reduce the pressure that spacecraft hatches needed to support. And it had less oxygen, to reduce the risk of fire. He fell asleep and awoke six hours later. He was on his way. But to what?

“Good afternoon, sleepyhead,” said Jan Janquier from next to him.

“Good afternoon,” Jake responded. He checked his watch. It was indeed ship afternoon.

“You’ve slept awhile. Galley starts serving food in a few minutes for our section. I’m sure a growing boy like you will want to get something to eat.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Jim and I will be going up shortly.”

Jake nodded and smiled. The two unbuckled and pushed toward the ceiling and grabbed one of the bars inset at regular distances on the ceiling. They moved purposefully, hand over hand, through the zero-G toward the galley at the front of the unit.

Jake sat back in his seat and took stock of his circumstance. There was some good news. He was no longer in TGI jurisdiction. He was on a ship going to a transfer station. He wasn’t going to be sent to the penal colony on South Continent, at least not right away. TGI had no authority on communal stations. He had some money, and he had enough items with him to get some sort of job on a ship, if there was one.

Now the bad news. His education was in a shambles. He was on the run from TGI, and he wouldn’t be able to go back to school, ever. TGI would chase him. They might have somebody waiting at the next station when he got there. You couldn’t outrun the radio. That was something he hadn’t thought of before, and he thought about that for a bit—long enough that the Janquiers came back.

“Still haven’t gone to breakfast?” asked Jim.

“Uh, no, sir. Just will now, I think.”

“Good lad. Nothing special up there, standard red-blue-green rations, but filling enough, and hot. The red is apples! All the basic you can drink. I’m sure you are used to it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And there’s a pretty girl about your age in the first row next to the galley hatch. You can talk to her,” said Jan with a grin.

“Uh, thanks, ma’am,” Jake said. He pulled himself out of his seat and latched onto the overhead grab bars. He corkscrewed around the Janquiers. Belters learned a complicate etiquette that allowed them to avoid each other in low- or zero-G.

Jake stopped suddenly, and Jim banged into him. “Sorry, boy, sorry about that.”

That was not proper Belter etiquette.

Jake didn’t respond. He hung from the grab bars and stared straight ahead. Jim looked at him for a moment and then leaned out into the aisle. At the very front of the compartment, two uniformed figures were hanging off the grab bars at the front bow. Prominent on their collars was the red flash of TGI.

* * *

“You did what?” asked the captain, turning her head and looking up from her board.

Stu, the purser, had some onto the bridge. He stood behind the captain and third officer. He was tall enough that he had to stoop to lean in the hatch. Thinning hair was combed over his nearly bald head. His skin suit was wrinkled and could have used a wash.

“Told them they could come on board,” said Stu.

“Corporate will kill you. You can’t let other corps on our ships.” She turned back to her board and kept overriding warnings. Apparently, she was OK with corporate killing her purser.

Stu shrugged. “Happens all the time, we put out people on other ships if the schedule doesn’t work out.”

“Not armed security who want to search the ship,” the captain said.

“They’re not armed. I had them dump all their personal gear in the airlock. We gave them the once-over before we let them inside,” the purser said.

“But we can’t have other people’s security on board the ship.”

“They’re not security. They’re just passengers.”

“Just passengers? What do you mean?” the captain asked.

“I sold them tickets,” Stu said.

The captain laughed.

“Tickets?” asked the junior pilot.

“Little electronic notifications you get in your mail, Timmy, saying you can board a particular ship at a particular time going to a particular place,” Stu said.

“I know what tickets are. What I mean is you said we were full—no more seats left.”

“No more seats, no, but we did have a cabin left. I sold them a last-minute full fare cabin with meals and priority boarding. Extra surcharge, the whole bit. Cost them a fortune.”

The captain shook her head and smiled without looking up from her board. “We don’t have any cabins left, Stu. They’re all sold out, you told me.”

“I took a crew cabin.”

The junior pilot spoke again. “You can do that?”

“Sure can, Timmy. Right in the operating manual. For the good of the ship, corporate benefit, extenuating circumstances, all at the discretion of the head steward. And I’m the head steward. I can do it if I need to, but I don’t do it often.”

“Why not?” asked the junior pilot.

“Pisses people off. Like Beth here.” He nodded to the captain. “She’d be pretty upset if I took her cabin to give to some passengers, or took, say, the chief engineer’s cabin. Oh, by the way, I owe you thirteen credits, Timmy.”

“What?”

The captain started to chuckle.

“Here. There’s the thirteen credits I owe you.” He handed a credit chip to the junior pilot. “Gotta run. Don’t hit a planet or anything, captain. We’re going to make a good profit this trip.”

The steward slipped off the bridge, and the captain started to snicker.

“What? Why did he give me thirteen credits?” asked the junior pilot.

The captain laughed. “That’s your compensation.”

“Compensation for what?”

“Don’t you get it?”

“No.”

“He sold them your cabin.”

* * *

Jake had hand-over-hand reversed back to his seat, bumping Jan and Jim slightly. He muttered an apology and curled up on his seat. What was TGI doing here? How did they get on board? He peeked above the rows of seats. He couldn’t see well, but it looked like they were talking to the people in the front row. Then they moved slightly and began to float to the second row. What were they doing? Were they talking to everybody?

“What are you going to do?”

“What?” Jake turned to the Janquiers.

“I said, what are you going to do? You’re staring at that TGI thug like she’s coming down here to cut your air off and send you out a lock without a suit,” Jan said.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“What did you do to them?”

“Nothing.”

“I don’t believe you.” She pursed her lips. “I’ve got children and grandchildren, and they look exactly like you do now when they’ve done something wrong and feel guilty about it.”

“I haven’t done anything wrong!”

“Says you. I don’t believe you.”

“Well…” Jake stretched upward and saw the TGI guard. She had moved down a few rows and was talking to the people in that row. Another guard was visible behind her.

“Out with it, boy,” Jan insisted.

“They think I did something wrong.”

“What type of wrong?”

“They think I hurt somebody and stole something.”

“Hurt somebody and stole something.”

“Stole money,” said Jake. “Lots of money.”

“Well, you didn’t do a very good job, then.”

“What?”

Jan gestured around her. “If you stole a lot of money, you should be rich. And nobody going third-class on a transport is rich. You’d have a cabin at least, or your own fast courier. So you can’t have stolen much.”

“I didn’t, I…” Jake looked up at the old woman sitting next to him, who was nodding in sympathy. She reminded him of his friend Shardee’s grandmother, a sweet old lady.

“Uh, yes.”

“Jim, what do you think?” asked Jan.

Jim looked up front. “It can’t be anything serious. They don’t have their weapons or badges with them, and this is a castle transport ship, so they have no authority here. There’s no castle crew with them, so the ship crew doesn’t care what you did. I bet you just irritated some corporate manager.”

“Uh, right,” said Jake.

“Sounds pretty fishy to me,” Jan said. “Sounds like you are being railroaded.”

“What’s railroaded?”

“Falsely accused. You don’t know the term?”

“No,” Jake said.

“Better learn it if you want to stick with your story. It’s pretty common on Rim-73.”

“OK.”

“Well, I don’t like TGI. I don’t like corporations who bully people. And I especially don’t like TGI security. We need a new plan,” Jan said.

Jake was silent. He didn’t have a plan. “What should I do? I can’t run.”

“I know. I have a different plan.”





CHAPTER 10

Captain Iversak finished clicking off menu items and leaned back. She surveyed her screens. Everything was some sort of green—not the best sort of green, but still green. She reached back and pulled the clip out of her hair and expertly retied her ponytail, then turned to look at Timmy.

“Are we ready, officer 3 Desmaries?” she asked.

“All green here, captain.”

She touched a button in front of her. A comm channel light blinked green.

“We’re ready to go, Stu,” she said.

“Copy that, Beth. Everybody’s on board. I’m locking up now.” Lights flashed, and a gong sounded as the nitrogen warnings came over the speaker. “Give me five minutes to get them settled.”

“What was the verdict on those TGI security people?”

“Two broken arms and a broken nose,” said Stu.

“Two broken arms?”“

“On different people. The guy had the broken nose.”

“What about the old lady?” the captain asked.

“Not a scratch on her. Her husband says she used to do zero-G cage fights when she was younger.”

The captain smiled and shook her head. She slid a control on her panel, and a background hum became louder.

“She must have been good.”

“He said she won some trophies,” Stu said.

“What’s our liability?”

“None. Bystanders claimed they were questioning the old couple and she didn’t like their questions, so she told them to suck vacuum. They didn’t like that and started to threaten her. She cursed them out. That upset the TGI guy, so he tried to punch her. It got a little confused from there, but she ended up flipping him into a wall, and then the TGI girl grabbed her, so she launched them together across the compartment and managed to roll them over so that they bounced off a few walls. The security girl hit the walls first, of course.”

“Of course. And you are sure we have no liability?” asked the captain.

“I’ve got four bystanders who gave recorded statements that the goons started it, and a video of a big guy trying to hit a defenseless old lady—who then proceeded to kick the crap out of him. Oh, and her husband’s a lawyer, and big in the free-trader guild. He and I had a quiet word. He’ll leave us out of it if we back up their story.”

“Did they ever find that murder suspect person?” the captain asked.

“No idea. Not our problem.”

The captain flipped a switch and checked a panel. “OK, what about the station people?”

“Their infirmary did the x-ray. They did a workup, put on those foam casts, and sedated them. They wanted to charge us, but they didn’t want trouble with TGI, so we made a deal.”

“And?”

“No charge for the medical, provided that we pay to get the goons off their station right away,” Stu reported.

“What ship did you send them on?”

“Well, I wasn’t going to waste good money on nonpaying passage.”

“Of course not.”

“And they were out, and going to sleep for the next twelve hours.”

“Yes?”

“I put them back in Timmy’s cabin.”

* * *

Jake hurried around the docking ring of Transfer-3 toward an access shaft and began to climb up to the core. The crew hadn’t said a word as he packed his bag and slid out of his seat. Jan had winked at him as he left.

Jake reached the core and flipped to the ladders. He pulled himself down and flipped onto level two. Finding a corridor leading to the cafeteria, he half glided, half slid down the corridor, fighting the slowly strengthening gravity, until he reached the self-serve machines. He slid a half-credit chip in and bought a large steaming mug of basic, then wedged himself into a chair in the corner and contemplated his next move.

He had nowhere to stay, nowhere safe to leave his things, nowhere to sleep, and nowhere to do laundry. He had barely any money, knew nobody on the station, was wanted for murder, and a TGI security goon would be on the station shortly, once they discovered what had happened on the transport ship. The TGI goon would have to talk her way out of assaulting the Janquiers, and even if she couldn’t do that and they exiled her or locked her up or something, she would be given comm access. The first thing she would do was call her boss. Jake had to get off this station.

He took inventory of his possessions. He wore his semihard suit, and his pockets bulged with basic electronic tools, basic mechanical tools, a small hand computer, his personal cleaning kit, toothbrush, cutlery, some cash.

He drank his basic. Basic was the energy drink that most Belters lived on: extra shots of caffeine, lots of sugars, and fortified with artificial vitamins and minerals, even some protein powder. A cup served steaming hot had over one thousand calories and was enough for half a shift’s work.”

He had thought about going to get a beer, but Belter beer had gotten him into this, sort of, so he stuck with the basic. The cafeteria didn’t look too busy. The counter attendant, or cook, worked behind the counter. He was making some sort of stew that smelled good, but Jake was sure that he couldn’t afford stew. A fat woman came out and cleaned plates off the tables. Fat women were unusual in space; the food in the cafeteria must be good. She shouted something at the cook as she cleaned the table next to Jake. She glared at Jake and gave his near-empty cup a lingering glance. Jake caught the hint and immediately went over to the dispenser and bought another cup of basic and sat down with it. She nodded once and moved off, satisfied.

Jake just sat and stared into space, not really looking at anything. Getting off the ship had been his priority. Now, he had no idea what to do next. The caf was warm, and something smelled good.

He dredged up a memory of his mother. She had bought food once a month, when the credits came out. She always made sure they had enough basic trays till the next month, but if she had any extra credits she would buy a treat, like bread. Jake always remembered eating on shopping day. He remembered one time his mother had brought a loaf of bread with real butter. His sister and he had both eaten it as fast as they could. It was so tasty, they had raced each other to see who could get the most.

“Nowhere to go?” asked a voice.

“What?” Jake jerked back to the present.

The old cook had come out from behind the counter. He was spraying the tables with a chemical and wiping them with a towel. He looked over at Jake.

“I said, you got nowhere to go?” He was an older man with very black skin and curly black hair. He slouched around the tables, giving them a desultory spray and wipe.

“I do. Just want to wait a bit is all.”

“You been here almost a half-shift. It’s prime working hours; you got no job to go to, otherwise you’d be there. “

“I don’t. I just got here,” said Jake.

“Ah. Where are you staying, then?”

“I got a place.”

“Don’t think so. Otherwise you’d have your suit bag there—not sitting next to you while you chug basic.”

Jake looked down at his bag. “Is it a problem? Me sitting here?”

“No, so long as you buy something every so often. But shift change coming up in about an hour. Marie-Clair will kick you out fast as anything if you don’t buy something to eat. Can you afford lunch?”

“How much is lunch?”

“Ten credits for a red-blue-green tray. Twenty-five for the stew.”

“Ten credits for a red-blue-green? That’s ludicrous. And who pays twenty-five for a meal?”

“It’s good stew. Beef. Comes with a quarter-loaf of real bread. I bake it myself.”

Jake sniffed. That’s what he had been smelling.

“And an apple!” said the man.

“But ten for red-green-blue?”

“Nobody buys that. We want to sell the stew. That’s for visiting ships’ crews who want to get something and need to eat outside of stew hours.”

“But ten credits? I can buy a ten-pack for that.”

“Yeah, but you have to store it and heat it. And I don’t think you can do that.”

Jake shook his head.

“Didn’t think so. You young kids. Just off a ship from the belt?”

“Sort of,” Jake nodded.

“Off to see the system, right? Make your fortune. See the universe.”

“Something like that.”

“Or get away from somebody. Get a girl pregnant?”

“No.”

“Doesn’t matter. Not my problem. Look, you can stay here till midshift change, and then you have to go somewhere else. Can you afford a place to stay?”

“For a little while.”

“You need to get one. If security sees you walking around carrying stuff, they’ll stop you. If you can’t prove you got a room somewhere, paying for water and power and air, then they’ll put you to work, and you won’t like the work. Outside, no shielding. Repairs. They might put you on a ship to a mining asteroid, and then you’ll be in worse places than here. You need to pay for a place to stay, or move along.”

Jake believed him. It had been the same at Rim-37. Nobody could overstay from visiting ships. They counted the crew on and off. Three times, people had overstayed their welcome. One had been able to pay for a room until the next ship arrived. One had been put to work on a work crew and gotten killed in a mining explosion. One had just disappeared. He was big, and a fighter. He beat up two locals in the bar one night and ended up in the brig. The next week, he was released from the brig and never seen again. Jake’s uncle said the rumor was that the station council had held a quiet vote and arranged an accident after the guy got out of the brig.

“Where should I go?” Jake asked.

“Can you work?”

“I can work.”

“What can you do?”

“Basic electronic and mechanical maintenance. I can work a cargo lock. I know a little about mining. I can clean.”

“Get up to the docking rings. There’s usually some ship there looking for work. Wait till just after shift change.”

“Why?”

“That’s when people jump ship. They dock, do their shift, take their pay, and don’t come back. There is usually an opening. Wait just awhile, though—stay here.”

“OK.” Jake sat still.

The man gave up wiping the tables and walked back behind the counter. He took a small bowl and ladled some food into it, and then returned to the counter.

“There, that’s a tasting. That will keep you for a while. I can’t give you the bread or an apple. Marie-Clair keeps count of those and locks the fridge when I’m not here. If she gives you problems, I’ll tell her I was testing a new recipe. Eat slowly; there won’t be any more. And once the rush starts, you need to get out of here.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it. Marie-Clair sounds tough.”

“She is. But she also has two kids, and no man. He took off years ago. She bought the lease to this place and makes it pay. She works here sixteen hours a day. She doesn’t put crap in the food, and she doesn’t put up with any nonsense. That’s the extent of my charity for today. Good luck, mon ami.”

Jake ate very slowly, which was hard; the stew tasted great. It had actual spices in it. Belters used strong spices like Tabasco and vinegar—cheap to make and easy to transport, and a little went a long way. This was something softer—garlic perhaps? Jake had smelled garlic before but never tasted it.

Station crew came in to get a meal before they started shift. Jake waited till there was only one table empty and picked up his gear and left. Marie-Clair nodded once as he left. The nod said, “You can come back, but I am still watching you.”

Jake made his way up to the docking rings. This station was busier than Rim-37. There was actually a screen showing ships arriving and departing, destinations, launch windows, cargoes carried and wanted, and job openings.

He shouldered his suit bag and began walking toward the ships.





CHAPTER 11

Jake climbed back up to the docking rings. He was a little nervous. What if the TGI goon was there still? But the Ring Castle had loaded and gone; time and launch windows wait for no man. None of the crew from the ship would be here, and he would bet that most of the passengers had gone down orbit to their corporate stations.

He looked around and spotted a public terminal. He checked hi orbital location. Transfer-3 was on the upward swing of its orbit; it was already above most of the larger orbital factories, ground transshipment stations, and big corporate hubs. Just above it were minor corporate stations, smelters, and fuel factories. There were bound to be lots of freighters bringing out goods and trading them for refined ore, fuel, and minor manufactured items. If he waited till the very top of its orbit, its apogee, only mining colonies and the outer belt would be beyond. Ships going to the outer belt were few and far between.

A quick search provided a long list of ships hiring and their dock numbers. There were lots of ships in port; he just needed one. This should be easy. He approached the first one.

“Yes?” asked the bored crew member at the lock. He had on a uniform style skinsuit, plain grey with only his collar tabs for color. He was typing on his comm.

“You advertised for crew spaces.”

“We did.” He didn’t look up from his comm.

“I’m looking for spacehand work, sir.”

“Got a license?”

“A license?”

The crewman looked up from his comm at Jake. “Spacehand license. Station license. Corporate license. Any one will do. Got any of them?”

“No, sir.”

“We don’t hire unlicensed crew.”

“Oh.”

“Yup.”

“OK, thank you, sir.” He’d find work on the other ones.

Crew on the next few ships all told the same story. He needed a license.

“But how do I get a license?” he asked an even more bored hatch guard.

“Which type? Corporate, spacehand, or station?”

Jake shrugged. “Any of them. I’ve heard of the corporate one. It comes from the megacorps. But I’ve never heard of a spacehand license or a station license.”

“The spacehand license is issued by the free-traders guild.”

“How do I get that?”

“You have to get a free-trader captain to examine you. They post the requirements that you have to meet, and then you go take a practical test. They do them here sometimes. There’s one coming up.”

“There is? When?”

The crewman rolled his eyes. “Do I look like a free trader? Six months, I think. No, ten months. Come back in ten months.”

“No thanks. What about a station license?”

“That’s the easiest of the three. You have to pass a test on the station. Not everybody accepts station licenses, but we do sometimes for lower-level work. But you have to join a station guild.”

“How do I join a guild?”

“I have no idea.”

“Why not?”

“Look, bud, I work for the ship, not the station. Ask some station person. Now, I’ve got ship’s business to deal with, so move along.”

Jake kept going around the docking ring. Every place, the story was more or less the same. He needed a license. He thought he found an exception at an independent container freighter. There were two dock guards, male and female, both tall and with red hair. They looked so alike they must be siblings. They were sitting at a table in front of their dock playing cards, and inclined to be chatty.

“But I didn’t need a license to work at my station,” said Jake to the woman.

“What station?”

“Rim-37.”

“Never heard of it. But it doesn’t matter. You grew up on that station, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, those stations are pretty small, right? Couple hundred people?”

“Sure.”

“Well, everybody knows everybody, or they can check references. And if you were stupid or lazy, everybody would know it, and they could figure out whether they could use you or not. I’ll bet there were some people on the station nobody worked with if they could help it, right?”

“That’s true,” said Jake. He knew a couple of them himself. Jason had gotten the fueling crew nearly killed once. He wasn’t allowed outside anymore; he worked maintenance, painting mostly.

“Well, we don’t know who you are, so we need somebody we trust to say you are good for it, and not going to get us killed.”

“That makes sense,” Jake admitted.

“We trust corporate licenses the most; we know the standards. If you have a current corporate license, you’re good. The free traders issue their own licenses for their ships. The station licenses are the worst. They basically certify that you won’t kill anybody, and they post a bond, so if you steal stuff or break things, then the station that issued the license will pay.”

“But I’m a hard worker, and very careful. I had to be. I grew up on a Belt station.”

“Prove it.”

“I can’t.”

“That’s what the licenses are for,” the man said. “To prove it. So, if you don’t have one, nobody will hire you. Nobody reasonable, anyways.”

“Can I get any kind of job without a license?”

“You don’t want those jobs, kid. Find something else.”

Jake slouched back toward the inner-ring ladders. Shift change was over, so he would go back to the caf and get a cup of basic. As he approached the ladders around the central core, he noticed two men in what looked like station colors standing there, watching people come and go via the ladders. They nodded to some people and let others go by without comment. They locked their eyes on Jake as he walked up.

“Wait.” The younger one held up his hands. “Hotel chit or crew chit.”

“What?” Jake had no idea what he wanted.

“Your hotel chit. The one your hotel gave to you, showing you’ve paid for a place. Or your crew chit from your ship.”

“I don’t have either. I’ve just got here.”

“Nope.” The guard shook his head.

“What?”

“Nope, you haven’t just got here. Last passenger ship left a full shift ago. You’ve been here at least a shift. If you are crew, you have a crew chit, but if you are not, you were a passenger, and you’ve had time to get a hotel. You haven’t. So, you either don’t have the money, or you are trying to get work, or both.”

“I’m trying to get work,” Jake admitted.

“And you don’t have the money for a hotel.”

Jake nodded.

The two guards looked at each other and shook their heads. The older guard spoke up.

“OK, kid. It’s like this. We don’t just let people roam around. You can stay in the dock till the start of next shift, and then you better have enough money for thirty days of hotel. Otherwise, we put you on station work detail.”

“What’s station work detail?”

“You stay in the jail at night. During the day, you do work. Hard work. Cleaning. And we have a lot of work outside too—you do a full sixteen-hour shift. Every day.”

“Oh. What does it pay?”

“Nothing. See why you should get ship work? Get a job here, and at least you’ll get some cash.”

Jake stared at him. “But everybody wants a license. I don’t have a license.”

The two guards exchanged glances again. The younger one raised his eyebrows. The older one shook his head.

“Kids,” the older one said. “Stupid kids. Look, go down the end of truss six. There are some free traders there, and some independent ships. They are a little more flexible.”

“Thanks.”

“You might not thank me later.”

Jake turned around and began to walk away. The older guard called to him.

“Hey kid?”

“Yes?” said Jake, turning.

“Be careful.”

* * *

Rather than one airlock per docking slot like the rest of the station, truss six had only a single airlock for the whole pier. Ships docked to a single hatch. Cheaper, but dangerous. The full airlock protected the rest of the station from whatever stupidity happened there. The docking bays were very close together. Only small ships could dock here.

Jake started at the first ship and methodically began asking for work. Most ships turned him away immediately. A couple asked about his licenses. One asked if he was providing sexual services. He was nearly at the end of the dock when he came to the Orange Blossom.

There were two men standing chatting in the dock. One looked like a cargo loader. The other looked like a cargo master, and he wore sunglasses. Jake had seen sunglasses in videos set on a planet, but never on a station. There was no sun; why would anyone need sunglasses?

As Jake approached, the two men stopped talking. The cargo master smiled at him.

“I’m looking for work,” Jake said. “Have you got any openings?”

The cargo master, who Jake privately dubbed Smiley, smiled even wider.

“We do. Have you got a license?”

“I don’t.”

“Hard without a license,” Smiley said.

“I’ve worked on a station. I’ve done fueling and containers. I know my way around outside.”

“Fueling and containers? Good. We need deckhands. Still, without a license, it’s hard to take you for real. If you did all that, how come you never got licensed?”

“I grew up on a rim station,” Jake said. “We don’t have licenses out there.”

Smiley looked at the other guy, who shrugged and said, “True enough.”

“Why should we take a chance on you?” asked Smiley.

“Um. Well, I work hard.”

“How much of a chance should we take?”

“How much? Well, some.”

“How much is some?”

“What?”

“How much,” said Smiley. “How much is some?” He held his hand in front of him and rubbed his fingers together.

Jake understood. He wanted a bribe.

“What do you usually do?” he asked.

Smiley’s smile got even wider. Soon his lips would meet behind his head.

“Well, this is a business venture of sorts that we are undertaking. And we’d be in business together. I’d like to think we were partners.”

“What type of partners?”

“Equal partners. Half for you, and half for me.”

Jake realized that Smiley wanted a kickback of half his wages. He swallowed.

“What sort of rate are we talking?” Jake asked.

“Your book rate would be fifty credits a day.”

As a book rate, that was adequate if unspectacular. Half of it was hardly worth it. But Jake had few options.

“When do you leave?”

“Less than an hour. You have time to get your gear,” Smiley said.

“I’ve just got this.” Jake hefted his bag. “I can get on now.”

“What’s in the bag?”

“My hard suit.”

“You have your own hard suit?” Smiley sounded surprised.

“All Belters do.”

“News to me,” said Smiley.

“Um, I can come on board now?” Jake asked.

Smiley nodded. “Yes, but of course there is the signing fee, for Jim here.”

“Signing fee?”

“For Jim,” said Smiley, gesturing to the cargo handler.

Jim smiled and held out his hand, wagging his eyebrows at Jake.

Jake wanted to ask how much the signing fee was. Whatever it was, he couldn’t afford it. Wait—if Smiley was already getting half his money, that should be enough.

“Partners don’t pay docking fees to each other. If I’m your partner, I’m kind of his partner too, aren’t I?”

Jim grinned. “Can’t blame me for asking. Let’s get you sorted.”

* * *

The bunk room was almost full when he walked in. Bunks were stacked four on top of each other, with a slight tilt so that you would be pressed into them when under thrust. There was no power or O connection, and certainly no entertainment center. The room stank of sweat and urine. Jake had no better choices available, so he racked his hard suit in the provided locker.

“Better change the code,” said Smiley.

“Is theft a problem here?”

“No, no, not at all. Very good guys this crew. The best. But it’s best to avoid problems before they start, don’t you think?”

Jake changed the code and strapped into his bunk. Some of the other guys were asleep and snoring. One sleeper reeked of alcohol. Wonderful. Three older men were sitting at the front of the compartment. Two guys his own age sat at the back with him.

He introduced himself. “I’m Jake.”

“Ahmed.”

“Jorge. Welcome to the Rotten Fruit.”

“The rotten fruit?”

“We call her that,” Jorge said.

“How come?”

“Don’t worry. You’ll find out.”

Jake settled back to wait.

* * *

Six hours later, the thrust alarm came off, and they drifted in zero-G. The cargo master’s voice came over the speaker.

“OK, one hour of drift, then we hit the first stop, Rim-149. We’ve got six containers to move there, so you guys need to be fed and ready and at the cargo locks at seventeen hundred.”

“Where’s the galley?” asked Jake.

“Isn’t one,” said one of the other guys. “We’ve got that instead.” He pointed to the end of the compartment, where there was a microwave slot in the wall. Racked next to it was a bunch of RGB ratio packs. “We take turns using it. Heat up a ration pack and eat it. You won’t get a break during the cargo loading, so make sure you eat now, newbie.”

Jake had worked a station cargo shift before, so he had some idea what to expect. He looked at the meager facilities.

“Hey, where’s the shower? And the laundry?” he asked the compartment in general. Laughter was his answer.

“Newbies. Gotta love them,” one of the men said. Jake had heard someone call him Rick.

“What do we need laundry for?” asked Ahmed. Younger even than Jake, he was small, and dressed oddly for a spacehand He had on a skin suit, but it didn’t have a utility belt for tools, nor did it have the hard seals for work boots. If Jake had to guess from his clothes, he would have said that Ahmed worked in an office.

“‘Cause we’re all gonna stink after a few days. Especially if you take a dump in your suit,” said Rick.

“Take a dump in my suit? That’s disgusting. Who would do that?” Ahmed asked.

“Everybody, if we’re in a suit long enough, if we have a forty-hour work window and can’t come back in. And if your bladder attachment is full, what do you do then? Piss yourself, that’s what.”

“Ick,” said the kid.

Rick opened the rack next to the microwave slot, which was loaded with basic red-green-blue ration packs. He slipped one in the microwave and hit the button.

“Five minutes and then the next one. We go in order of signing on. Anybody want to argue?” said Rick.

Jake wasn’t inclined to. He was still feeling his way around. Everyone else was silent.

“One meal per shift, two glasses of basic per shift. Steward delivers the tray at the start of shift and turns on the basic at the same time. When it’s done, it’s done,” said Rick.

The microwave beeped, and Rick took out his meal, ripped off the foil, and began to eat it. The man on the next bunk slipped his in and pressed the button.

“What about water?” asked Ahmed.

Rick laughed. “As much as you want. It’s recycled. Not recycled well, but that’s why you get as much as you want.”

“Gross,” Ahmed said. Rick and some of the others laughed again.

Jake used the facilities, taking his time. He wanted to be ready. He had been in a suit for over a day before, and it was unpleasant. He returned to the compartment and sat in his bunk waiting his turn at food. He was last in. Rick and two others talked quietly at the front of the room. Two others were still drunk or possibly hung over. From the smell, one of them had gotten a head start on taking a dump in his suit. The two younger men near him talked to each other. When their turn came to eat, they didn’t have any cutlery. Rick sent a message to the purser, and shortly a man came by with two cheap steel sets for them to use. When Jake’s turn came, he pulled his spork out of his pocket and began eating.

Before Jake was even finished, the crew started suiting up. The two newbies didn’t have their own suits; another call from Rick brought the cargo master, who gave them each a battered old suit and equally battered air bottles. Those two took forever struggling into their suits; even the two drunks, who Jake privately nicknamed Stinky and Smelly, got in faster. Rick drifted closer as Jake was double-checking his harness.

“Nice suit. You rich?” Rick asked.

Jake looked down at his suit. It wasn’t new, but it was of good quality and of very sturdy construction. Belter suits could stand up to a lot of abuse.

“No. I’m not rich.”

“Pretty expensive suit for a newbie,” Rick said.

“I grew up on a Belt station. We spent a lot of time outside. And the station didn’t have great airlocks. We spent a lot of time in our suits.”

“A Belter, huh?”

“I know. We’re stupid, and we smell. I’ve heard it before. Some of it’s even true.”

“Remember that, Beltie.”

“Thanks. Uh, Rick?”

“What?”

“You guys look like you’ve been around. Can one of you double-check my readouts and coupling?”

Rick looked nonplussed for a moment, then turned to his companions. One of them—Mark?—shrugged and stepped closer to Jake. He quickly ran his hands over the couplings, pulling them to test the connection, and read the readouts back to Jake. Jake offered to do the same, but Mark just smiled and shook his head, then walked back to his friends. An announcement came over the speakers, and everybody lined up and took hold of the grab bars. There would be motion as the ship matched orbits with the station.

* * *

Smiley, the cargo master, arrived as they stood in the airlock. He wore a custom-built hard suit that looked expensive. “Listen up, everybody. I’m putting you in pairs. Rick, you and Ahmed. Mitch, you and Jorge. Jake, you go with Mark here. T&T, you guys are together.”

“Smiley, you know the three of us like to work together,” said Rick. His two buddies nodded.

“What you like doesn’t really interest me. T&T, you guys get ready to unrack three A. Rick, you and Ahmed unrack three B. You other four are on fuel duty. Mitch, you take pumps. Mark, you take the line. We’ll take the fuel lines first, pump, shift the lines, then move the containers, then pump again. Questions?” He didn’t bother to wait. “I didn’t think so. Get going. Ship channel is four-seventy-eight, station channel is four-seventy-nine. Emergency channel is sixteen. Don’t have an emergency, especially one we have to pay for.”

Jake trooped out into the airlock with the others and headed out onto the hull.

* * *

The Orange Blossom floated above a medium asteroid that was perhaps two kilometers long and a kilometer wide. Big enough. Cylindrical habitats and storage units gripped the surface. Solar-powered crushers and a solar furnace surrounded an open pit. A drill ground away in the bottom of the pit, raising clouds of dust. Ore cars ran up and down a wire to a giant bucket next to the solar crushers. A giant mirror focused a beam of bright light down into the solar furnace. Pure metal boiled out of the still like boiling water, condensing on a rod above it. A docking truss thrust up toward the Orange Blossom. Two suited figures stood at the top.

The radio called out, “Orange Blossom, this is your fueling party. You ready for guide wires?”

“Stand by.” Mark opened a locker welded to the hull and removed a shepherd’s crook, the hook used to catch guide lines. There were two, so Jake grabbed one.

“Want me to do the bow, Mark?” he asked over their private channel.

“Do the bow what?”

“Take the shot, hook it, and put it on the winch?”

Mark was surprised. “You’ve done this before?”

“I’ve fueled before.”

“OK, we’ll try it.”

Jake glided toward the bow of the ship and stopped at the docking rings.

The fuel crew was good. At Mark’s direction, they fired a messenger line toward him. The line had a big hoop at the end. Mark snagged the hoop with his hook, wrapped the line around a hand winch, and began to reel the messenger line in. The messenger was attached to the heavier docking line. Mark reeled the messenger until he could catch the big loop on the docking line properly. He hooked that onto a bolt and turned the quick-release lever. In an emergency, the lever could be thrown backward to release the line. Mark may have been unfriendly, but he was obviously competent.

Jake listened to the radio while Mark finished screwing the bolt down. Only the lead, Mitch, could talk directly to the station.

“Sterns tight. Bow, you ready?” asked Mitch.

“Bow ready; fire away,” said Jake. The crew shot again, and Jake copied Mark’s procedure. Mark swung from handhold to handhold until he stood by Jake. He double-checked Jake’s settings and then signaled Mitch to continue with the fueling.

“Not bad, Belter boy,” said Mark. “You’ll do. For now.”

Jake heard Mitch talk to the station, and the fuel line was hauled over. He had nothing to do but wait. As he watched Mitch and Jorge, it became apparent that Jorge had never fueled a ship. He also hadn’t spent much time in a suit, from the looks of it. It took a long time for him to get the fuel line fixed up and the pump started.

It was going to be a long shift.

* * *

After three days, Jake wondered how bad a deal he had really made. They had transshipped cargo twice and refueled twice. They worked twelve-hour days their first two days out, and today looked worse; they had already been on the hull for fourteen hours. Six of the remaining containers had been delivered to this smelter. They had already received two containers full of partially refined metal and were waiting for more.

Jake was standing on the hull by the forward winches. Smiley was so cheap he didn’t run powered winches; the deck crew winched everything manually. Jake was sweating as he pulled the container tight to the ship. He had to keep the tension in sync with the others. Jake pulled with the slow rhythm he’d learned on his station, watching the others out of the corner of his eye.

Jake clanked the chain in, but his rhythm was interrupted, and his chain began to float. In a gravity field, when someone lost tension, gravity pulled the chain down. Here it just floated.

“Slow down, Jorge!” he yelled over the radio. “Too fast.”

“Try to keep up, Belter boy. The faster we pull this in, the sooner we’re out of here.”

“No, it doesn’t work like that,” Jake said. “If it comes in too fast, it will hit the hull. There’s no brakes on this.”

“What are you talking about? Fine, I’ll just stop and wait for you.”

Jorge stopped pulling on his lever. He had only ever been on a planet or on a station under gravity; he wasn’t used to the behavior of lines under stress in zero-G. The container slid toward the hull. There was no air friction or gravity to slow it down. The two-thousand kg container just kept sliding through space directly for the ship. The chains floated loose.

Jake started twitching his arm back and forth on the winch. The container had become unbalanced, pulled faster on one end than the other, and it began to pivot. The pointed corner of the metal box pivoted so that it was pointed straight toward Jorge.

“Crap!” Jorge yelled. “It’s gonna hit me!”

He reached down and punched the button to turn off his magnetic shoes.

“No, wait,” said Mitch, standing next to him.

Jorge didn’t choose to listen. He pushed with his knees, hard, and flew out into space. He was safe for now, but he was also heading away from the hull at speed.

Mitch was both more experienced and more agile. He pushed his button to turn off his shoes, but he didn’t push away from the ship, but across it toward a grab bar. He hit the hull, bounced off and rolled forward, and grabbed a second grab bar as he flew by. He continued his roll and pivoted over his hands, performing a full 180-degree forward roll and landing on his feet. Just as his feet rolled over the hull, he reengaged his shoes, sticking himself back to the hull. Mitch came upright about ten meters away, standing on the hull as though nothing had happened.

The yelling on the radio channel had distracted Jake. He looked up.

“Shit,” he said. It was too late to stop the container from hitting the hull, but if he could pull his end in and stabilize its flight, it would hit side on. If the corner hit with all the mass behind it, it would puncture the hull like a giant metal arrow.

Jake cranked harder.

“Mark, help me pull,” he called out over the radio.

“Get out of there. It’s going to hit no matter what you do.”

“If I pull it toward me, it won’t hit as hard.” Jake’s cranking began to have an effect. The container began to swivel. “Help me—shit.” The winch jammed.

“I need to unhook this.” Jake reached down and began pulling on the chain. He yanked it, but it was well stuck. The line tensioned as the container drifted toward the ship. Jake abandoned the crank and pulled on the chain with both hands. The container continued to pivot, and the chain jerked tightly over his hands. Jake tried to pull his hands out, but they were stuck. The chain jammed on his armored cuffs. “Shit, I’m stuck,” he said over the radio. “Help me out, Mark. Mark. Help!”

Mark backed away from Jake. His helmet rocked up and down as he moved his gaze between Jake and the far end of the container.

Jake felt the chain tighten around his wrists. The tension was increasing as the container pulled the chain taut.

“Mark—help—I’m stuck. It will puncture my suit.”

“No, it won’t.” Mark continued backing away.

“What?”

“Hang on.” Mark backed still farther away.

Jake yelled. He started shaking his hands back and forth and pulling up and down, then banging them on the winch. They were totally stuck; the chain was wrapped around them and pulling tighter by the second. Jake looked up and saw the container looming over him. It was going to crush him, even if he pulled free.

Mark kept backing away.

“Mark, help me! You bastard—don’t run away.”

Mark stepped back one more step, looked down at Jake, and then up at the container. He pushed the magnetic release button on his belt, jumping aft toward the airlock and free of the impact zone.

“Bastard!” Jake yelled. He rolled sideways to look up. The container slid toward him. Jake braced his feet and pushed. If he was going to be crushed, he would go down fighting.

The chain pulled taut around his arms. There was no slack left. Jake waited for it to pull tighter and cut through his suit, his skin, and finally his bones.

Instead, the chain whipped in the other direction, and Jake felt himself rolled over onto his back and pulled away from the ship.

Stuck on his back, Jake saw the container hit the ship side on. The hull plate buckled but held. Jake looked above up. The chain stretched above him out into space its full length. At the end was Mark, holding a pair of bolt cutters in one hand, with the cut end of the chain firmly wrapped around his other fist.





CHAPTER 12

Mr. Dashi loped across the floor and threw himself up into the air. Partway to the ceiling, he somersaulted so that he hit the ceiling feet first. He absorbed the impact with his knees, then pushed himself down and to the right. His left hand reached behind him, paused, then scythed forward. There was a large thwap as his racket smacked a blue ball. The ball didn’t go straight but arced lazily down and to the right.

His opponent pushed from the side wall and stretched his racket above his head. The blue ball passed just above it, hitting a blue circle on the wall. A gong sounded, and the lights in the court flashed blue.

Mr. Dashi smiled. He enjoyed netball, and he’d played in this court often enough that he understood the Coriolis force there. He was ahead by two points.

He pivoted and slapped a hand on the wall as he slid by. The Velcro on his glove dragged him to a stop. His opponent collected the ball and readied to serve, but a tapping noise echoed through the netball court.

Mr. Dashi looked up. His assistant, José, was waving at him from the spectators’ window. Mr. Dashi nodded, gave his regrets to his opponent, and pushed toward the exit hatch. He popped the hatch and pushed himself through, then pulled the hatch closed behind himself and turned to José.

“Climb down with me,” Mr. Dashi said as he began to pull himself down the core ladder. José followed behind him.

On the first part of the ladder, both men pulled themselves face first, but about halfway down the ladder the gravity strengthened, and they both pivoted so that their feet were toward the rim. Now both men pushed themselves down until the returning gravity became strong enough to replace their feet on the ladders. The rest of the ladder climb finished in a more conventional fashion.

They arrived at an outer corridor. Mr. Dashi mopped his face as he walked anti-spinward along the corridor.

“Well?” asked Mr. Dashi.

“He was there for sure. We’ve got DNA and a bloody fingerprint on the wall,” said José

“What do the cameras say?”

“None functioning in that corridor.”

“Why not?”

“Just old,” José said. “They haven’t worked for years. Not worth enough to fix. There was a personal camera in the room, above the door.”

“What did it show?”

“No idea. The recording chip was pulled.”

“Who pulled it?”

José shrugged.

“What does the militia say?” asked Mr. Dashi.

“The militia aren’t a hundred percent sure. There were other fingerprints there as well.”

“Whose?”

“Danny’s girlfriend, for one.”

“What’s her name again?”

“Nadine.”

“Nadine? My student Nadine?” Mr. Dashi paused.

“Same one.”

“I didn’t know they were dating.”

Jose rolled his eyes. “Do you know everything about your students, sir?”

“Not everything, apparently.” Mr. Dashi resumed walking. “I wonder how long they’ve been dating.”

“I wouldn’t know about that, sir.”

“Never mind. Could she have done it?”

“She could have—but she called it in to security.”

“So, she didn’t do it,” Mr. Dashi concluded.

“There is a problem.”

“What?”

“The militia say Danny had been dead at least two hours when she called.”

“She came in two hours after Jake killed him?”

“She said she ran into Jake as he was leaving and called right away.”

“Why would Jake wait two hours with a dead man?”

“Sir.” Said Jose. He sounded disappointed.

“Of course he didn’t. She waited to call us, didn’t she? Why did she do that?”

“No idea, sir. She denies it, and the militia can’t shake her story. She said she saw Jake coming out of the cube, spoke to him, and he freaked out and ran away. She looked inside, saw Danny, and then called us right away.”

“And she has no idea how Jake got off the station?”

“She says not.”

“Does anybody believe her?”

“Nobody I spoke to, sir. But we can’t pry anything from her. She’s sticking to her story, and she’s been in touch with her corporation. They gave her legal assistance. A very expensive corporate advocate. He’s pushing back.”

“Where is she now?” Mr. Dashi asked.

“Back at school, and back at work. She refuses to answer any questions without her advocate present.”

“So, her story is, Jake did it, she caught him, waited two hours, or more, and then called us.”

They came to a cross-corridor and turned left. Mr. Dashi was silent. José cleared his throat.

“Yes?” Mr. Dashi prompted him.

“There is something else in the report.”

“Go on.”

“That’s an old part of the station; not a lot working. No cameras, life-support sensors are slim, basic fire suppression is all that’s kept up. But one thing did work.”

“Don’t make me drag it out of you.”

“Sorry, sir. The door sensors still work. Danny’s door was opened almost four hours before Nadine called in, and it didn’t close again. Somebody propped it open at that time and left it that way.”

“So, somebody could have come there hours earlier and murdered Danny—but it could still have been Jake, couldn’t it?”

“It could have, sir. But they reconstructed his movements. Bart Sanchez pulled him out of a bar about that time. Jake had been drinking so heavily he passed out in the bar and had to be carried out.”

“Could the drunkenness have been faked?”

“The people in the bar say not. The waitress who served him remembers him, because it was a Belter bar and he knew the customs. She says he drank six beers while she was there, and passed out at the rail. She’s not related to Jake, and her husband works for TGI, so if anything, she would have reason to shave the truth our way, but she’s adamant—he was too drunk to stand up when he left, never mind put a knife in somebody.”

Mr. Dashi resumed walking. “Who did it, then?”

“Somebody else. There were other fingerprints there, and other DNA, but we can’t identify it.”

“What do the militia say?”

“They are not sure,” José said. “Jake’s fingerprints and DNA weren’t on the knife. They’ve issued a bulletin: hold for questioning if picked up on anything else.”

“No warrant?”

“No warrant. They just want to talk to him.”

“Interesting.”

They walked in silence awhile.

“You like him, don’t you, sir?” asked José.

“Jake? I do. He works hard. He was a wonderful student.”

“Do you think he did it, sir?”

“No. I can’t believe he would do something like this. I didn’t believe that he stole the money, either. There are too many loose ends. We’ve known that there was a fraud operation going on for years, we just hadn’t bothered to look into it. I don’t think Jake was involved.” Mr. Dashi sighed. “Well, one way or another, the militia will sort it out. He’s not the most streetwise person. They’ll catch him, and we can talk to him then.”

“Not necessarily, sir.”

“What now?”

“The militia put out a bulletin, but Danny’s corp was very unhappy; they put something else out, unofficially. A reward.”

“A reward?”

“More than a reward, sir. More of a bounty.”

“What type of bounty?”

“A dead-or-alive type, sir.”





CHAPTER 13

“Thunk.” The Orange Blossom made a hard dock. All the crew began to hop out of their bunks, but Jake stayed strapped in. There wasn’t enough room for all of them to get to their lockers. Rick and his crew shoved their way through to the front, pushing Stinky and Smelly to the side. They began to unload their lockers and pass their bags hand to hand. Jake looked at the back of Mark’s head.

Mark had waved off Jake’s thanks. “First, it wasn’t your fault. It was that dumb-ass kid’s, doesn’t know how to haul a line. Second, you were trying to do right, not have the ship cracked up. I live in this ship; I don’t want it broken. Just be careful who you partner with. There was a good reason none of us wanted to haul chain with Jorge.”

The ship bounced again as the second docking line took up tension. The experienced spacehands had been waiting for it and had one hand on a grab bar. Jorge didn’t. He fell against Jake’s bunk, banging his elbow into Jake’s head. Jake cursed.

“Sorry, man,” said Jorge.

Jake just shook his head.

“Look, I’m really sorry about that. And I’m sorry about the other thing, too.”

Jake looked at Jorge and nodded. Jorge had apologized several times over the past few days, but Jake didn’t care. He’d almost been killed, and his wrists hurt. His suit wasn’t punctured, but that was about all that could be considered even slightly good.

“It was an accident,” Jorge said.

“I know it was an accident, but it was a stupid accident. I nearly got killed because of your stupidity. This is stupid too. What do you think is going to happen when we hit the station? Bounce around like a rubber ball, that’s what. Hang on to something, and don’t bang into me again,” Jake said.

Jorge turned away, shamefaced, and headed toward the exit.

Jake waited till Jorge left and Stinky and Smelly had exited. Those two still smelled like they had crapped their pants, but now he didn’t notice it. The latrine smell from the fresher didn’t bother him either.

It had been a very busy seven days: they had transshipped cargo at five different sites, once in deep space, meeting a container as it wound its way around Delta. Jake had never been on the hull of a ship in deep space before; there had always been a station or asteroid around. He found himself breathing a little harder than normal when he came back inside from those trips.

After the compartment emptied, Jake climbed out of his bunk and walked toward the lockers. He took his bag out and hefted it onto his shoulder. He didn’t have much, but he wanted to get off the ship, have a real meal and a real shower, and then consider his options. He was owed five hundred credits for the ten days of work, less the 50 percent he owed Smiley. Two hundred fifty credits wasn’t a great sum, but it would get him a room for a few days while he looked for other, more lucrative work.

There was a commotion in front of him. Jorge and the other new guys were arguing with Smiley. They were unhappy about something—money, from the sound of it. Jake listened. Smiley was charging them for air bottles, water, food, the rental of the hard suits, even the rental of the cutlery that he had provided. Would Smiley do that to him? Jake began to feel nervous.

Jorge shouted curses at Smiley, but Smiley didn’t seem upset. They argued back and forth until Smiley said, “Take it or leave it. If you want to argue, then go to the station council and argue. But I won’t give you the money unless you thumb the release.”

Jorge called him a vile name.

Smiley laughed. “That’s what your mother called me when I was in bed with her.”

Jorge cursed again and stomped out the door. Jake came up front.

“We won’t be seeing them again. And good riddance,” said Smiley, flashing his trademark smile at Jake. “But Jake, you did a reasonable job. We’d like to see you back again, so, because of that, I didn’t charge you for the hard suit rental.”

He pushed a credit chip toward Jake.

Jake checked it. Seventy-five credits.

“That’s not what we agreed, Smiley.”

“Oh, come on, Jake, with the rental for the suit it would have been fifty. I’m doing you a favor.”

Jake didn’t say anything, just hefted his bag—the one that contained his own hard suit. “I have a hard suit Smiley; I didn’t need to rent one.”

“Right, well, we charge regardless of whether you use it. It’s kind of like a standby fee.”

Jake scanned the notes on the list. “And you charge a standby fee for cutlery? And for food? Fifty credits for food? Ten credits for cutlery? I have my own cutlery, and the food sucks. I can bring my own on board for less than that. And ten credits for basic? Everybody on every ship gets that for free. It’s dirt cheap—one credit for ten liters or something like that.”

“Jake, Jake, Jake. You just don’t understand how things work.”

Jake looked at the miserable number displayed on the chip. He had been counting on getting a room. He had seen cubes for ten credits a day, including one red-blue-green tray, and he was sure he could figure out a way to feed himself for a lot less, given time. At five credits for a shower and ten credits for a good meal, he figured to blow twenty-five credits the first night back in and then have fifteen to twenty days to stay there, plus a little extra money for himself. It wasn’t going to work. He shook his head. This was his life now?

He was about to press his thumb on the chip to approve the payment, but he paused. What would Bart have done? Bart would have negotiated, argued. That would take time. Jake had plenty of time. But Smiley looked like he had things to do. If he made Smiley wait, maybe something would crack loose.

“Two hundred,” said Jake.

“No.”

“Two hundred. I brought my own suit. My own cutlery and bottles. I pulled my weight. I nearly got killed. Two hundred.”

“No.”

“I’ll go to the station about the charges.”

“Then I won’t give you the money.”

“I can survive awhile. I’ve got some money.” Could he? Did he have enough?

“Do it. Run to the council.” Smiley stepped back and pointed out the hatch with his hand, and then he held up the credit chip so Jake could see it. “This is what I’m offering. “

“You don’t want the trouble. If I go right now to the station, they might put a hold on you while they sort it out.”

“They won’t do that.”

“They might.” Jake shrugged. “How would the captain feel about that? Or the owners?”

“The station won’t believe you.”

“Maybe. But they will believe three of us. I’ll find Jorge and company.”

“They still won’t believe you.”

“You can’t take the risk. The captain will take it out of your hide if you miss the window because you’re pocketing wages. He doesn’t get anything of this, does he?”

Smiley started to say something but paused, and Jake knew he had hit home. This was the cargo master’s deal—he was skimming off the crew. The captain probably put up with it as long as he or she wasn’t inconvenienced. But what if Smiley was the cause of trouble?

“One hundred, then.”

“One seventy-five.”

Jake shouldered his belongings and began to walk toward the door.

“Fine. One fifty. Take that.” Smiley rekeyed the chip. “Here.”

Jake looked at him for a moment, then reached back and thumbed it.

Smiley laughed. “Good job, kid. You’re learning. Pleasure doing business with you. We boost in two days. See you then.”

“I won’t be back,” said Jake.

“Maybe, maybe not. Hard to find work without a license. And I’ll give it to you that you work hard and know a bit about what we do here. Don’t count us out.”

Jake started to walk away. He had no intention of coming back—but then again, his intentions hadn’t counted for much lately. He turned around.

“How much?” he called to Smiley.

“What?”

“If I come back and sign on again. How much?”

“Well, there is the rental, and the food.”

“Enough of that, Smiley. How much for the trip?”

Smiley looked at him for a moment. “Two hundred.”

“Two fifty and paid in advance,” said Jake.

Smiley laughed. “Come back and see me after you have a shower and a meal, kid. We’ll talk.”

Jake nodded once, then turned and walked away. Now if only he could avoid TGI for a while.





CHAPTER 14

“Crew chit?”

“I don’t have one,” Jake said. “I just want to get a meal.” He was standing on the docking level at the entrance to the core ladders. Two security guards blocked his path.

“Need a crew chit or a cube chit.”

“I just want something to eat.”

“Doesn’t matter, sorry. Rules.”

“Even just to eat?”

“Especially to eat. We don’t want any beggars here. If you want to eat, you pay, you work, or you get out.” The guard’s uniform bulged a bit at the waist and the arms, and his cuffs were frayed. Jake thought he didn’t do much of the working or the paying from the looks of it.

“All right. I’ll get a cube.” Jake went over to the public terminal on the wall spinward from the guards. Jake had heard the older crew talking, and they had mentioned the name of a cube farm. Jake typed in the name—fifteen credits a night. Not as low as he had hoped, but if he stayed for a week, they would throw in a shower, laundry, and seven red-green-blue trays. Jake sighed. He couldn’t afford to pay in advance for a week. He popped in a credit chip and paid for three days. The machine took his picture and spat out a code with a date.

Jake walked back to the guard and gave him the chit. “Here.”

The guard tapped the chit on his tablet and stared at it for a long time. “Enjoy your stay, Mr. Stewart.”

Jake nodded and walked away. Wondering why the guard had taken so long, he turned back around to look and saw that the guard had his phone by his mouth and was talking into it. He caught Jake’s eye and spun around to face away from him, still talking on his phone.

Jake wondered: what was that about? He started climbing slowly. Wait. The guard had called him by his proper name—how did he know that? His old ID. He’d used it to buy the chit without thinking. Nothing he could do about it, though. The station, at least, knew his name. He continued down the stairs.

* * *

For once, things went his way. The bored girl at the cube desk validated his code and assigned him a cube. She also gave him a code for a free meal, which Jake was sure he wasn’t entitled to, but he took it. She looked to be about fourteen, but she couldn’t be that young and have a job, could she? She had to be eighteen at least to work on a station. It was just her size; she had curly red hair and pale skin, and curves appropriate to her small stature. Jake asked about the prices for a shower and laundry.

“We sell them separately, for ten credits each.”

“Too rich for me. Thanks anyways.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.”

“Hang on.” The girl played with her computer for a moment. “Here, we were out of basic rooms, since there is a drop ship leaving in two shifts, and we’re full with connecting passengers. I am going to have to give you a premium room, no extra charge. I just have to change the code. There you go. Check your account; there’s an extra set of codes there. One will get you laundry, one a shower.”

“Thanks!” Jake turned and walked away. Ijit, he thought to himself. He turned around and walked back.

“What’s your name?”

“Sapron.”

“Thank you, Sapron.” Jake tried to smile. He wasn’t very good at it. Sapron beamed at him, then giggled.

* * *

Jake checked into his premium room and discovered it had a larger screen and its own water tap. He drank four cups of water, which tasted awful—but a different awful than on the Orange Blossom, so it felt luxurious. Luxury that tasted like iron impurities.

Jake unpacked his clothes and headed to the laundry. He dumped everything in, including all his suit liners, and set them to cleaning. He had a half-hour, which was more than enough time to take a station shower. He only got five minutes of water, broken up into five one-minute chunks. He wet himself down, then soaped up using the in-stall soap machine, took the second minute to get the worst of the grime off him, then soaped his body and hair and took the third minute to wash all that off. Then he set the water as hot as he could stand and took the last two minutes together. Bliss.

Jake collected his clothes from the laundry machines. They weren’t completely dry, but station humidity was kept low to protect the electronics, so they would soon dry out. Jake stayed in his shorts and shirt, and over his arms he draped the two towels he had been issued by the attendant. They were substantial towels. He thought about keeping them, but if he didn’t return them, he was out two credits each. He loped along the hallway toward the rooms.

Low gravity, low humidity, carrying laundry—it was almost like being back on Rim-37. Now that that he was clean, he wanted to take advantage of his ill-gotten meal, then sleep, then figure out his next step.

He rounded the corridor and came toward the cube farm. Two men, one short and one tall, were lounging just inside the corridor. They had pads open in front of them. Tall had on a corporate-style skin suit, but with a long jacket. Shorty had a vest with pockets, and a frayed cap. Neither looked like spacers – spacers didn’t have goatees for one thing. Jake glanced quickly at their collars. No colored collar flashes either. They both looked at him, hard, as he walked by. Jake tried not to make eye contact. Were they militia? No, militia would be wearing uniforms. They weren’t station security or corporate either, or they would have had their colors on.

He kept walking at a regular pace but strained to hear behind him.

“Looks like him.”

“It does. Let’s go. Get him.”

The sound of running feet filled the corridor. Jake turned around.

Both men were running toward him. Shorty had his hand outstretched in front of him, and something metal glinted in it. Tall had produced a shotgun.

They weren’t very coordinated in the lower gravity. Running was hard to do if the gravity was low; you tended to jump off the floor and hit the ceiling. They banged along, more bouncing than running. Shorty saw Jake turn and increased speed. He extended his hand forward toward Jake. Yup, it was definitely a knife. Tall raised his shotgun. Both men tried to run faster, but miscalculated and lifted into the air, flying toward Jake.

Jake froze. What should he do? He’d been in a few fights when he was younger, but he didn’t know anything about shotguns, or knives either. On the other hand, Jake had lived his entire life in low gravity, and he figured Shorty’s bounce would miss him completely. Shorty would have done better to have shuffled rapidly, not attempt a bouncing run.

Jake regained his wits and backed carefully against the wall. As expected, Shorty flew right past him in a lunging bounce and then banged into the ceiling. His head crunched into the roof, and he flopped down and dropped the knife.

Tall had jumped expecting to hit Jake in the head with the butt of the shotgun, but Jake had backed out of his reach. Without his feet on the ground, Tall had no way of controlling his progress. He twisted in midair to try to keep the shotgun pointed at Jake but ended up rolling over onto his back. Jake braced his right hand onto the wall and swung his left arm up. That was the arm that had all his towels draped over it. They swept upward and tangled with Tall’s gun, swinging the gun toward the ceiling. Tall cursed as he slid by. He wasn’t used to low gravity, so he did the worst thing possible: he fired the gun at Jake.

For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. If you are airborne and not touching anything, you can’t brace yourself. Gravity sucks, but low gravity sucks only a little. The recoil from the gun slammed Tall into the ground—head first. He impacted the floor with a thud, bounced, and then bounced again. He lay there, knocked out.

The shotgun blast missed Jake completely, but his towel took some of the pellets. The pellets were designed to wound and hurt, but not penetrate. Firing penetrating weapons in a space station tended to decompress the area and kill everybody, including the shooter, which was why he had used ammunition that would wound a person but not penetrate a wall. The impact should have knocked Jake over, but his hand on the wall had braced him.

Jake didn’t need any more urging. He dropped to all fours and pushed off with his back feet, sending him sliding down the hall. He used his hands to paddle himself faster, until he got around the corner. He wasn’t going back there. An alarm sounded somewhere. How? Probably the noise of the gunshot. Station security was peculiar about such things.

What to do now? He needed his stuff back—at least his skin suit, if nothing else. And he needed to get out of there.

One thing at a time. Jake turned toward the cube reception and pulled himself along.

* * *

“Your sister’s ex-boyfriend?” Sapron asked.

“Yes. He’s a prick. He was following her around for ages, until she said she was tired of it. He wouldn’t leave her alone, so me and some of my friends went to see him and straighten him out. I told him I’d take care of him if he didn’t stop bothering her.”

Sapron’s eyes were wide, and her mouth gaped open. “What happened?”

“Well, he obviously tracked me here. He couldn’t get at me when I was with my friends, but he’s looking for me now. He and another guy. They had a knife and a gun. Hear the alarm?”

The alarm continued bonging in the distance.

“Look what they did to my stuff.” Jake held up his shredded towels. “They ruined the towels, but I don’t care about that. I need your help, Sapron.” Jake was glad he remembered her name.

Her eyes got wider. “My help? How?”

“I need my skin suit and my bag, but I can’t go back there; they might still be there. You can get into the rooms. Can you get my stuff?”

Sapron looked doubtful. “I can, but what if they are there?”

“They don’t know my room; they just knew I was in that corridor somewhere. And they don’t know you at all. Please, Sapron—you’re the only one who can help me.” Jake smiled at her. She looked like she was wavering. Jake despaired for a moment. What would Bart do at a time like this? He looked around.

“This is big favor for me. After you get my stuff, next time I’m in the station I’ll take you out for a nice dinner. A nice, expensive dinner.”

Sapron blushed and giggled. But then she nodded, locked down her computer, and ran out before Jake could say anything else, or possibly before he changed his mind.

Jake took stock. He was in his shorts and T-shirt, with a pile of shredded laundry in front of him, standing in a hallway waiting for some armed killers to find him.

At least he was clean.

The next ten minutes could not have gone more slowly. Jake checked his comm every minute it seemed, but eventually Sapron came sliding around the corridor, carrying the rest of Jake’s clothes. Jake noticed that she moved comfortably in the low gravity. Must have been born orbital.

He thanked her profusely, stripped down, and pulled on his remaining suit liner, with his soft suit over it. Sapron giggled a bit, but she didn’t turn away.

“They can’t stay here very long, so I’ll just go back to my ship. When we come back next time, I’ll take you out for dinner!”

She smiled. Jake paused and considered. What would Bart do?

He leaned down and gave her a brief hug, then kissed her on her cheek. She blushed harder.

Jake gathered his clothes and ran off.

Bart couldn’t have handled it better.





CHAPTER 15

Smiley was a man of his word—that is, provided the words were “screw you.” Jake hurried back to the ship and told him he had changed his mind. He’d take the offer for the next trip, provided he could stay on the ship the two days they were in port. Smiley agreed.

“Of course, you’ll have to pay for your food.”

“Smiley.”

“All right, how about you clean up the compartment then?”

“Fine.”

“I’ll show you the cleaning stuff.”

Jake figured he’d spend the next day cleaning the toilet and the food area. He’d done it before in his cube. He could do it again.

He hefted his gear into the compartment he had just left and dumped everything on the first bunk in the compartment. Then he stared at the empty compartment for a moment. What if the triad came back? He didn’t need the hassle.

He moved his gear to the number four bunk.

He hadn’t met any of the permanent crew except Smiley before, but this time a few trooped through. One of the engineers came by to check and test some circuits and said hello, but he resisted Jake’s attempts to engage in conversation. Jake figured he was so used to temporary workers coming and going that he couldn’t be bothered to learn their names.

The older guys didn’t show up until two hours before departure. They seemed surprised, but not upset, to see him back.

“Nothing better on offer, kid?” asked Mitch.

“Nope.”

“Well, welcome back. Try not to get killed this time.”

“Thanks, I will.”

Stinky and Smelly were back too. Same as last time, they arrived drunk and began to sleep it off. Either they smelled better, or Jake was getting used to them—they didn’t bother him as much. There were four new workers who didn’t talk much to the others, but talked among themselves in a language Jake couldn’t identify. They would work together, not with the others. Jake was happy about that, as was everyone else.

The trip was just as grueling as the last one, but uneventful. They still worked two back-to-back shifts in the middle. Nobody got killed, but Jake didn’t discover until halfway through that this leg was twelve days rather than the ten he was being paid for.

Smiley had screwed him again.

* * *

Mitch and Jake were on their last shift before beginning the return to Transfer-3. Jake stood on the hull by the winches and stared out into space. He could see the rings surrounding Delta shining in the sun, and the primary gas giant, Iota Draconis IV—the Dragon, loomed above him. Gas giants were big, and this one dwarfed everything in the sky. Iota Draconis prime was visible in the distance.

Jake looked at Mitch across the ship hull. Mitch wasn’t friendly, exactly, but he was the least unfriendly of the older guys. And he had saved Jake from getting hurt—or worse. Jake swapped channels to his and Mitch’s private channel.

“Mitch? How long will we be here?”

“Not sure. They have an extra container, and Smiley wants it, but they need to check the assay before he pays. He’s ground side right now, checking the results.”

“Oh.” Jake looked back at the Dragon. Giant storms swirled below him. Each storm could easily fit a hundred moons the size of Delta.

“Um, Mitch, why did you save me from getting killed by that container?”

“Why? You rather I didn’t?”

“Just curious.”

“It wasn’t to keep you around to ask questions, that’s for sure.” Mitch stomped over to the locker and put the shepherd’s crook into it before speaking again.

“I was young once, too. That other kid just made a mistake. People shouldn’t be killed for one mistake, especially somebody else’s. It wouldn’t be fair.”

Jake thanked him once more.

“But just remember, check who you work with. If you fall in with bad companions, it can turn out really bad for you. Just ‘cause somebody is friendly with you doesn’t mean that they are your friend.”

Jake stood in silence for a minute. “Mitch?”

“What now?”

“How do warrants work?”

“What? Why do you want to know that?”

Jake thought for a moment. “Maybe I fell in with some bad companions.”

Mitch sighed. “Jake, are you religious?”

“Not really.”

“Well, some of the religions I grew up with say if you save a man’s life you are responsible for him from then on.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. I don’t feel that way, but sometimes…Look—is there a warrant on you?”

“How would I know?”

“They advertise them pretty widely. The station would know, security would know. Checking in or out of a station, anywhere you have to show ID, the warrant would show. Security would pick you up. What did you do?”

“Me? Nothing.”

“Sure. That’s what they all say.” Mitch was silent for a while, and then he grunted and continued. “There’s a couple types. Corporations issue warrants for internal offenses. They can issue them for pretty much anything they want, as long as the shareholders don’t get upset about it. But they are only good in corporate space; the other corps don’t honor them.”

“What about militia warrants?”

“Well, you have to have done something pretty serious for a militia warrant. Look, ever since the abandonment, the corps run things here through that council of theirs. They pretty much run their own show internally, but they’ve agreed on several things that piss them all off enough that they agree to jointly prosecute them. The militia only does the big stuff—murder, piracy, armed robbery, stuff like that.”

“So if you killed somebody, the militia would put out a warrant on you?”

Mitch’s suited body swiveled toward Jake. “You killed somebody?”

“I’m just asking.”

“Well, if you killed somebody, they would have a militia warrant on you for sure. But you didn’t kill anybody.”

“How do you know?”

“Like I said, if you killed somebody, there would be a militia warrant on you. And Smiley would know. And he would already have turned you in for the reward. He’s pretty efficient that way.”

Jake laughed. “Yeah, I could see that.”

“If you have a corporate warrant out on you, they are pretty easy to beat. Never go onto one of that corp’s stations. Stay away from their ships and their staff.”

“OK.”

“And just be careful. Transfer-3’s an independent station. The independents don’t honor corporate warrants as a matter of policy. But…”

“But what?”

“Somebody could come along, knock you on the head, throw you into a ship heading to corporate space, and claim the reward. Transfer-3 won’t stop them.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t tell anybody your business. Don’t tell them your real name. And if you see anybody that you know from your old life, I’d recommend running really fast, in the opposite direction.”

“Thanks.”

A bong sounded in Jake’s head. The cargo-hauling channel was up again. Back to work.

* * *

Jake learned something new every trip. This time he knew to negotiate his situation before he left, to set up for the next trip.

“Twenty-five a day, Smiley.”

“So, two-fifty for the trip?”

“How long is the trip?”

“How would you feel if I said it was eight days, and you would only get two hundred credits?”

“I’d feel fine, because I know that eventually there would be a longer one that I would get more for.”

“You’re learning, kid. It’s ten days. Two hundred fifty credits.”

“Paid in advance?”

“Just before we leave, like last time.”

“Fine.” Jake turned around and walked back into the compartment.

“Where you going, kid?”

“Back to bed. I want to catch up on my sleep.”

“Well, you can’t do it here. We’re closing up.”

“I’ll clean it, Smiley, don’t worry. I just want to sleep first. I know where the cleaning locker is.”

“No, I mean we’re closing up for two days. The engineer has to back-flush the wazoo, or something like that. Some plasma thing, but no ship power while he does it—no life support on the ship. We power off for forty-eight hours. Everybody off. Then we start up again and leave twelve hours later.”

“Smiley, nobody powers off a fusion plant. They run forever.”

“That’s what the engineer said.” He shrugged. “Everybody off for safety.”

“You mean, the captain doesn’t want to pay water or fuel, or food for the crew while we’re in port, and we’re here long enough for him to shut off the life support and save some cash.”

“Whatever. You say tomayto, I say tomotto. Either way, I’m locking up. Get your gear, and get out of here.”

Jake hesitated. He wasn’t sure about the toughs who had ambushed him last time. They might still be there. He had given things a lot of thought. He’d had to rent a cube last time, and it had been in his real name. That must have flagged something on the station net—and that’s what the cop had seen. The cube rental form had said exactly where he had to go. If he went back as Jake Stewart, the same thing would happen. He was in trouble.

“Smiley, they won’t let me on station.”

“Rent a hotel.”

“I have to rent for two weeks, and I can’t afford that.”

“Not my problem, kid.”

“I can’t come back and work for you, and you can’t steal half my money, if I’m in jail or on a work crew.”

“True. Something could be arranged.”

“What?”

“I could get you a crew chit—for a small fee.”

They bickered back and forth for a few minutes. Smiley had him again.

“Fine,” said Jake. He was saying that a lot lately. “Thirty credits. But I want one other thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Don’t put my name on it. I had a bit of an issue in the bar last time. They might flag me.”

“You want a fake crew chit?”

“It’s not fake, Smiley. I’m crew, I just don’t want my name on it. Put one of the other guys on it. They won’t check.”

“I could do that for…sixty credits?”

“Make it good for six months?”

The compromised on fifty credits and three months.

Jake was somebody now. Somebody else.

* * *

Fifty credits lighter, Jake walked past the guards, flashing his crew chit. They barely looked, just waved him on. Jake stopped at the top of the ladder to adjust his bags and stole a glance behind him. The two guards looked bored, and more importantly, neither pulled out a communicator and called anybody. He was in. According to Mitch, he needed to stay away from his old life, so he needed a base for a few days, somewhere safe where they wouldn’t ask questions. Somewhere inexpensive. Where to?

Sapron.

* * *

Jake hesitated before he came around the corner. What if she wasn’t happy to see him? What if she reported him to security? What if her father was there with a shotgun? What if the station suddenly exploded and threw him into the void? Only one way to find out.

He walked around the corner of the hallway and shuffled toward the cube check-in. Sapron was there. She beamed a smile at him as he came toward the desk.

“I’m back,” said Jake. This time he remembered to smile.

“Yes.” She giggled.

“I’m here to take you out to that dinner I promised.”

“Tonight?” she asked, giggling again.

“Yep. I’m only in for two days. I’ve got tonight and tomorrow night, then I’m back on the ship.”

“OK! Where are we going?”

“Where do you want to go?”

Sapron suggested a place called O’Leary’s.

“OK, when are you off shift?”

“In three hours.”

“So, twenty hours?”

She giggled again. “No, silly, I have to change. Twenty-two at the earliest.”

“Um…OK. I don’t have much in the way of clothes, and I need a room.”

She started typing. “Don’t worry, you can wear your spacer gear.” She giggled again. That giggling could get old, thought Jake. “Sapron?”

“Yes?”

“Um, I don’t want to meet those guys again.”

“Don’t worry. Security caught them. They were from off station, corporate. And because they had a gun, they gave them thirty days on the work crew, fined them, and sent them downport.”

“They were corporate? Really?”

“Didn’t you know that? I thought you said they were bothering your sister?”

“I didn’t know they were corporate. Um, I don’t want my name to go on the records, just in case their friends come back, so I was hoping…” He produced the crew chit. “I got one of my buddies to loan me a chit. Can we use his name instead?”

“Oh, no problem. Here, give me that.” She took it from him and put it in the slot, started typing again, then gave it back.

“I only charged you for one night—tomorrow night. You need to be in the system in case the manager comes and checks, but one guy left early today. I’ll give you his room—it’s under his name still—and I put all the laundry and stuff on it.”

“Thanks.”

“Here.” She gave him a hotel chit. “Pick me up here.”

“At twenty-two. See you then.” Jake turned, and then, chastising himself, turned back and gave her his best smile.

She giggled again.





CHAPTER 16

Jake hid out in his room for most of the day. Sapron had insisted that the thugs were gone, and had even dumped his laundry in the wash, but Jake worried about going to get it. But he stank. He couldn’t go out on a date smelling like this. He finally braved the corridor and snuck down to the laundry/shower. He finished his shower in record time and grabbed his laundry on the way back. After he rushed back into his cube, he sat down and let out his breath. He was breathing as hard as a dirtsider the first time in a low-pressure nitrogen mix. It’s just nerves, he thought. Just nerves.

He looked around his cube. There was nothing special here, but it would be his home for the next two days, until the Orange Blossom lifted. He didn’t kid himself anymore—he’d be on the Orange Blossom until he figured out a better plan. And he didn’t have one yet. He sighed again and began methodically stuffing all his clothes back into his bag. Best to be packed in case he had to leave in a hurry. At five minutes before the appointed hour, he put on his cleanest skin suit and walked to meet Sapron at the desk.

Sapron wore a bright rainbow neck scarf and matching wrist and ankle scarves. A faceted stone of some sort glittered on her forehead, held on with a headband. Her face perked up when she saw Jake, and she gave a big grin.

“Right on time,” she said.

Jake complimented her appearance, then said, “That’s a great stone. What type is it?”

“I don’t know, but it’s pretty.”

“It looks nice. Where did you get it? Did you parents give it to you?”

Sapron giggled again, but this was a slightly different giggle. Jake was becoming somewhat of an expert on Sapron’s giggles. This one sounded guilty.

“A friend gave it to me.”

“Oh.” A boyfriend. “OK, you ready to go?”

“Yes, are you?”

“Yes, why do you ask? Oh, my bag.” Jake was carrying his duffel. “Um, I don’t want to leave it in my room.”

“Sure. I get it. In case you have to leave in a hurry. I understand.”

“You do?”

“Yes.”

Good, thought Jake, because he didn’t.

She stowed the bag in a locker and gave him the code.

“Let’s go,” she said.

“Lead the way!”

“Oh, you are gallant.”

“No, just lost. I didn’t look up where the restaurant is.”

“Of course. You probably keep off the net as much as possible.”

“Um, yes.” Sapron took his arm and they began walking down the corridor. Jake was surprised. He had never had a girl take his arm before, but then he relaxed. As weird as it might sound, having a fifty-kg girl as an escort actually made him feel safer. Probably because she seemed to know her way.

Sapron did know her way; she turned left and right, and then left, and then went up a ladder. She seemed so happy and cheerful that Jake felt a general affection for her. She had helped him out a lot.

Something occurred to Jake, and he turned to her. “What did you mean by what you said earlier? When you said I might have to leave in a hurry, and that I stayed off the net.”

“Well, you do, don’t you, Jake? If Jake is really your name.”

“If Jake is really my name? What do you mean?”

“I researched you. I know all about you now. I understand.”

“You understand what?”

Jake stopped. He took her arm and turned her toward him. “Tell me. What do you understand?” He started to tighten his grip, then relaxed. Don’t scare her, he thought.

She didn’t try to pull away; instead, she leaned toward him and started whispering.

“I checked you out,” she whispered. “There is no Jake on any of the ships on station.”

“There isn’t? How do you know?”

“Crew lists are public. You never mentioned your ship’s name, but I checked all the ships. No Jakes. And the crew chit you gave me doesn’t say Jake either.”

“No, it doesn’t,” he admitted. He stopped to think: he couldn’t remember whether Smiley had gotten his full name or not. On the ship he was just Jake, and there had been very little paperwork making him a crewman, something that Jake had noticed at the time but not understood.

“I’m not listed on the ship at all?” he asked. Smiley must be keeping him off the books completely.

“Exactly! Nobody can find you that way. Smart,” Sapron said.

He started to lean back, but now she grabbed his arms and pulled him closer.

“And last time, you didn’t give an ID. You just used a name chit from the machine.”

“OK.” So what?

“Those can’t be tracked by name. We’re supposed to ask for ID when you check in, but most of the time we can’t be bothered.

“OK.”

“And those guys who came after you…They didn’t know where you were staying. They were just hanging out around the spacer facilities. That wasn’t about your sister.”

“It wasn’t? “

“They are too old. Way old. Nearly thirty. They wouldn’t be dating your younger sister.”

She beamed at him. “So, ‘Jake,’ I know all about you. I figured out what you do and who you are.”

A murderer, Jake thought. “What is that?” he asked. His stomach clenched.

“A spy! A corporate operative.” She smiled even wider and leaned in to give him a kiss.

* * *

Ten minutes later, a bemused Jake was sitting at a table for two in O’Leary’s. He hooked his feet under the feet restraints and scanned the menu on the tablet in front of him. Sapron’s revelation had silenced him. She had looked totally abashed after kissing him and for the rest of the walk had alternated between bright chatting and giggling. But she kept hold of his arm.

Jake ordered Belter Beer and tapped to include the deposit for his glass. All in all, it hadn’t worked out too badly. If Sapron couldn’t figure out who he really was, neither could anybody else. And since she was the one responsible for his accommodations, he’d stay unknown for now. If he avoided using his real ID, he was going to be safe. True, some thugs had come looking for him, but that had been a while ago, and since they didn’t know his ship, he could have gone anywhere from here. He turned his attention back to Sapron, who had been chatting nonstop.

“And Wela had come here with her boyfriend, and she talked about it. She said they had frozen buffalo and that I should try it. She’s a bit of a pain, and I don’t like her much, but she kept talking about it.”

Jake nodded and smiled. They had put in their orders, and indeed, instead of the regular red-green-blue trays, there were additional protein options. One had buffalo, and the other had fish. They cost three times as much as the other trays, but they were still within his budget.

“Have you had buffalo before, Jake? Or fish?”

“Buffalo. Once,” Jake acknowledged. “At a wedding of an important friend of my mom’s. He ordered it special for his wedding—had the trays shipped in and served to all his guests. “

“Wow!” Sapron’s eyes were huge. “A whole wedding! It must have been expensive.”

“It was,” said Jake. “He was the richest guy on the station I grew up on. He had hit a big strike of rhodium and sold it to one of the big corps.”

“You grew upon a station? Which one?”

“A Belt station,” Jake said.

“Oh, right!” She giggled again. “You can’t tell me. Or maybe that’s your story. It doesn’t matter.” She actually bounced in her chair. “This is so exciting. A real corporate spy. An operative. I’m so glad you came by, Jake. This is such a small station. Nothing happens here.”

Jake laughed. “This station is bigger and busier than the one I grew up on. When I was younger, even a ship docking was a big event. We spent the rest of the time just looking at the vids to see what the rest of the system did.”

“We do that too,” said Sapron. “But I think it’s worse here. You see stuff on the vids, you know it’s far away and that it’s hard to do. But here, we have ships and people coming and going, and spacers stay at my cube farm, and they tell me all about the exciting places they go and see and the things they do—and I can’t do any of that. It’s like there is all this fun going on in the universe, just out there, just behind a fence, and if I reach out I can touch it, nearly. But I can’t grab it.”

Sapron stopped, looking a little sad.

Jake looked at her with new respect. “That’s a pretty astute observation. But the universe is out there—you just need to figure out a plan to get there. There are ways; you just have to work at it.”

Sapron giggled, of course, but then she looked thoughtful. “Maybe. But easy for you to say, Mr. Spy,” she teased. Then she smiled again. “The food! I don’t know about the universe, but at least I’ll get to eat buffalo.”

The waiter brought them the trays, which impressed Sapron no end. Jake looked around. This restaurant really was just an upscale cafeteria with a better selection of food trays, but it was better than anything he had eaten at as a kid, or than any place he had eaten at on his station. Sapron was clearly in heaven.

They drank their beer and ate their food. The buffalo was very good—better than Jake remembered it, chewy and smoky. Sapron liked it as well, and they both cleaned that part of the tray up first. The rest of the tray was a regular blue and green—nothing special. But the beer was cheap, and Sapron was animated and chatty. They had another beer, and then another. For the first time since Danny’s death, Jake was enjoying himself.

Jake spotted a movement across the room from him. A young man had stepped into the room and was staring around. He stopped a waitress and asked her a question. She pointed, and the man’s gaze swung their way. When he saw Jake and Sapron at the table, he scowled and marched across the room toward them. Their table was triangular – two short sides and a long side Jake and Sapron sat on the short sides. The unknown man stopped at the long side and faced them both.

“You!” he snarled. “What do you think you are doing?

“Eating,” said Jake. He’d never seen the man before in his life. He looked around. They were drawing attention. The waitress was smirking, and other patrons had stopped eating.

“After all I’ve done for you!”

“Huh?”

“And you are wearing my mom’s scarf.”

“I’m what?” Jake asked. He looked down. Had he put on a scarf and not realized it? No.

“I should punch you in the face.”

“Hey,” said Jake. “Hey!” he said again. He felt like saying it a third time.

“Go away, Jimmy. We’re eating,” Sapron said.

“Hey!” Jake repeated. He’d have to stop saying this. Wait, the man was talking to Sapron? “Who is this?” he asked Sapron.

“A friend.”

“A friend? Is that what I am?” asked Jimmy.

“Yes, Jimmy. That’s what you are. We’re friends. I can do what I want.”

“Even after all we did together?”

“You are fun, Jimmy, but we’re just friends. You don’t own me.”

Jake’s eyes had been swiveling between the two of them, so he was startled when a woman’s hand landed on his shoulder.

“Yes, we’re all friends here, aren’t we, Jake?”

Jake looked up. There was a blond woman in a fashionable skin suit standing next to him.

It was Nadine.





CHAPTER 17

Jake’s mouth gaped open as he looked at Nadine. He hadn’t expected to see her again.

“Nadine? What are you doing here?” Jake asked.

“Jake, who is this?” Sapron asked, looking across the table at Nadine.

“I’m a friend of Jake’s,” Nadine said. She gave Sapron a once-over from top to bottom and then she deliberately put a hand on Jake’s shoulder.

“Nice outfit. It’s very…bright,” she said to Sapron.

Even Jimmy winced.

Sapron scowled. “Bright?” She stood up.

* * *

Jake felt a Nadine’s hand lift from his shoulder, and his chair swiveled around. A bouncer had sneaked up behind him. The bouncer held Nadine’s hand in his right hand and Jake’s shoulder in his left.

“Show’s over, folks. Take it outside. You, mister, have to pay for your meal.” He looked down at Jake. Way down. He was a big man. “Pay now, then leave.”

Jake looked back at towards Sapron and Jimmy. They were standing glaring at each other, and a second bouncer had appeared behind them.

“You too, bimbette,” said the bouncer to Nadine.

“Bimbette?” Nadine laughed and looked at the bouncer. “That’s the best you can do—bimbette? And take your hand off me before I cut it off you.”

“She’s not a bimbette,” Jimmy said. “She’s just some other slut this guy is sleeping with.”

“Other slut? Other slut?” Sapron demanded, glaring at Jimmy.

“I’ll deal with you later,” Nadine said to Jimmy. She turned back to the bouncer. “Take your hand off me, now.”

Jake didn’t know what to do. Bouncer number one held him pinned in his chair, and faced off with Nadine. Sapron stood and glared at Jimmy. Jimmy glared back. Bouncer number two loomed behind Sapron and Jimmy. The whole room was staring at them. One lady was clapping. Anything could happen next.

Anything did.

Jimmy grabbed Sapron’s arm. “Let’s go, Sapron. We’re leaving.”

Sapron slapped his hand away, grabbed a glass of water from the table, and threw it at Jimmy’s face. Jimmy ducked, and the water splashed the table behind him. They yelled and got up. Bouncer number two grabbed Sapron around the midsection and lifted her off the floor. “Out you go,” he said.

“Put her down,” Jimmy said.

“Let me go!” Sapron yelled, and stamped her heel right onto the bouncer’s foot. He dropped her like a sack. Jimmy stepped forward and hit the bouncer a perfect right cross to the chin, knocking him down.

Bouncer number one t go of Jake’s shoulder and charged forward to help his friend. He tried to push Nadine down as he went by.

Nadine didn’t go down. She grabbed the bouncer’s arm with both hands, swung the bouncer on top of her, pivoted, and threw the bouncer over her hip. He crashed into a table full of construction workers, and rolled back onto the floor.

Nadine stepped towards him. “Bimbette?” she yelled and kicked his head. Twice.

Jimmy and bouncer number two were trading punches. Sapron hooked a foot in front of the bouncer’s leg and pushed. He fell forward into Jimmy, and the two of them banged into Jake’s table, tipping it over on top of them. The couples who had been hit by the water came around their table to join the fight.

Recovering a bit, bouncer number one on the floor caught Nadine’s foot and pulled her down. Nadine did a snap roll and bounced off the floor, and kicked him again. He rolled to get away from her kicks and knocked a second table and all its drinks over him. Three construction workers got up from that table.

Jake just sat in his chair. His table was on its side. Jimmy, one bouncer, and the couples were all tangled up to his left. They all piled on Jimmy and started pummeling him. On his right, Nadine continued kicking the other bouncer. When one of the three construction workers tried to grab her, she spun and kicked him in the knee, and he fell. The other two tried as well, and she kicked them both. She was very good at it. They retreated, reorganized, and advanced on her as a group. Nadine began to back toward the door. Jake watched it all.

Sapron ran toward him. “Let’s go, Jake!” she yelled, dragging him to his feet. “Come on—run, run!” She towed him behind as she ran toward the kitchen and crashed through the kitchen doors.

Inside the kitchen were large stainless steel metal tables, metal freezers, metal electric grills, and the ubiquitous microwaves for the ration packs. Four white-smocked workers stepped back from the door where they had been watching the action through a window. They were all smiling. Sapron dragged Jake toward an airlock at the end of the compartment.

“Hey, Neesh,” she said, breezing by the bemused cooks. “What time you off?”

“Hey, Sapron. Tomorrow; I got the whole night shift,” said one of the cooks.

“That’s great,” Sapron said. She spun the locking wheel and pulled the airlock open. “Close this behind me, will you—and knock before you come home, OK?”

“Will do. Have fun, girl,” the cook said.

Sapron grabbed Jake’s hand and pulled him into the airlock. She spun the far door open and left it ajar as she led the way down the hall.

“Sapron, we’re in trouble,” Jake puffed.

“Shut up, Jake. Down this ladder. Stay close.” Sapron started down a ladder, sliding most of the way. They hit the outer rim and ran down the circular corridor. Sapron stopped in front of a cube and punched in a code. When it opened, they stepped inside. Sapron sat down and started to giggle.

Jake sat next to her. “Sapron, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean for that to happen. Your boyfriend…I’ve got to go.”

Suddenly, Sapron grabbed his shoulders and pushed him back onto the bed, then climbed onto his lap and looked at him. “We’re fine here. This is Neesh’s cube. She and all the kitchen staff hate the bouncers; the bouncers get paid twice the back-room staff’s pay, and they are lazy. Nobody in the kitchen will tell where we went, so they won’t be able to find us. Jimmy’s drunk. He gets drunk and starts fights all the time—that’s why I broke up with him. They’ll throw him in the drunk tank and let him out tomorrow. Your friend is from off station, so they’ll make her pay for the damage and then kick her dirtside. Nothing will happen to me.”

“Oh,” said Jake.

Sapron giggled again. “This is the most fun I’ve had on a date—ever.” Looking down at him, she unzipped her skin suit, stood up, and began to pull it off. “And it’s not over yet, either.”





CHAPTER 18

Jake woke up. It was dark, and he wasn’t quite clear where he was, or what the weight on his shoulder was. He tugged his left arm, but it didn’t move. Turning, he saw Sapron’s head pillowed on his shoulder. He stared at her for a moment, confused.

There was enough light from the comm unit that he could see a little. It was a standard cube: wall, bunk on one side, desk unit at one end, door at the other.

His twisting from side to side as he looked had awakened Sapron. She stretched beside him and rolled over to put a hand on his chest. “Good morning sleepyhead.” Said Sapron. “Welcome to Neesh’s cube.”

“Who is Neesh?”

“My second cousin, or third cousin, both maybe. We’re related. She lets me use it sometimes. When I was younger, I used it to go to her place and hang out. We’d play cards or stuff.”

“Oh.”

“She doesn’t have laundry. I put her stuff through the office accounts at the cube farm, and I get her uniforms pressed for work. We look out for each other.”

“Oh.”

“You say that a lot.”

“I don’t know what to say. Tell her thanks.”

“I will. Or you can tell her yourself. She’ll be back in a couple of hours, when her shift ends. We have to leave then.”

“Oh. I mean, um. OK.”

“But that’s not for a couple of hours.” Sapron rolled over and sat on top of him. She giggled again, and Jake lost interest in the time.

* * *

Later, they were lying back on the bed again. Sapron’s head was now on his other shoulder. Jake didn’t remember how that happened, but it didn’t matter. The lights were still off. Jake could tell that Sapron was still small and round, but that didn’t bother him so much anymore.

“Sapron.”

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry about your boyfriend.”

“Don’t be.”

“But I feel bad. I mean, maybe you had something going, I didn’t mean to break it up.”

Sapron sat up and stretched her arms over her head. “Jake, did you really grow up on a station? Is that the truth?”

“Yes. That’s the truth.”

“But some other stuff isn’t?”

Jake was silent.

“OK, if it’s really the truth—how many kids your age were in your last school class?”

Jake thought for a moment. “Thirteen.” He was counting the grades above and below.

“Huh.” She put her arms behind her back and stretched again. “Smaller than here, then; there were eighteen in my class. Nine boys, nine girls.”

“So?”

“So, you should know. There’s hardly anybody to date. We’re kind of stuck with each other. There are only maybe twenty kids around my age. A lot of us are related, and some are already coupled up. Jimmy and I won’t break up for long. There’re maybe three potential boyfriends for me here who aren’t my cousin or something, and about the same number of girls for him. We’ll break up for a while, but we don’t have anybody else. We’ll get back together. Eventually.” She flopped back down and put her head on his shoulder again.

“Oh.”

“I like you, Jake. You’re fun. But you won’t stay long.”

Jake rolled sideways onto his elbow and looked down at her. He didn’t say anything.

“I’m glad you don’t lie to me. It’s fun to see you when you come in. Interesting things happen. People chase you. Strangers. You bought me a great dinner. I’ve been in fights before; so has Jimmy. But not like that. Your girlfriend really clocked those guys.”

“Nadine? She’s not my girlfriend.”

“She was.”

Jake shook his head. “No, she wasn’t. We never dated.”

“You like her?”

“Yes…” Jake didn’t know much about women, but he knew he had to be very careful what he said here. “She’s attractive. She’s very smart, very determined, and very driven.”

“She likes you.”

“No, she doesn’t. She liked somebody else better. She just talked to me because she was interested in my friend. I was a way to talk to him.”

“She likes you. I can tell. She was happy to see you. If she didn’t like you so much why would she follow you here?”

Jake started to speak, and then paused. Why was Nadine here? And more important, how did she know he was on this station? True, she had given him a ticket, but how did she know he stayed here. He shook his head again. “I don’t want to see her. She’ll talk to the people who are chasing me.”

“Your sister’s ex-boyfriend and his friends?”

“You know that’s not true.”

Sapron smiled, and curled up on his shoulder. “No, it’s not. But why would she talk to the people who are chasing you. I’ll bet she helped you get away.”

Jake paused for a moment and looked at Sapron. “She did.”

“See? She helped you because she likes you. She wants to be your girlfriend.” Sapron rolled her legs off the bed and sat up on the edge. She reached out and tapped a light on.

“I don’t think so,” said Jake.

“So why did she help you, then? What’s in it for her?”

Jake stared at Sapron. Nadine had always believed that he hadn’t killed Danny; she had said so from the start. And she had given him that ticket—an expensive ticket. But she had wanted him to get away quickly, and to not contact the militia. And something he had never thought of before: why had she been at Danny’s apartment?

“That’s a good question. I’m not sure why she helped me.”

“You should ask her.”

“I should.” Jake thought of something. “Why are you helping me?”

Sapron giggled. “I’ve lived my whole life on this station. So did my mom, and my grandmother. All that I see, all that there is, is this station. I’m lucky that I’ve got this stupid job. It’s better than some of my friends. I’ll probably die here, renting cubes. People like you lead such exciting lives—going to different stations, traveling on drop ships. I’ll never get any of that. So, when something comes by, someone comes by, like you, I grab on. This is different. Different is fun.”

She stood up and began to search for her clothes. “I like fun, but I know it doesn’t last. You’ll be here awhile, and then you’ll end up with your girlfriend, the one who beat up two bouncers.”

“I’m impressed,” said Jake. “Those are pretty deep thoughts. You’re pretty smart,” he said.

Sapron pulled her clothes on, and began to fix her hair. She gave Jake a sad smile. “Smart enough to see what the future holds. Not smart enough to avoid it.”

“You can avoid it if you want. Work hard. Study hard. Get a better job. Work for a corp. They’ll take you somewhere.”

“That’s what my teachers said, the one who taught on the station for thirty years. She died last year. She’d never left. My mom never left. My grandma worked on a free trader for a while. That might work for other people. But not me.”

She sat back down on the bed and began to run her fingernails up and down his arm. Jake twitched a bit but didn’t move his arm away. Sapron kept her eyes on his arm as she spoke.

“Jake, what’s it like going the places you go? What’s it like traveling all the time?”

Jake thought a long while. He remembered all the time he had spent working to save money for his ticket. All the times he was studying rather than drinking beer. Not getting enough sleep the night before exams. Working his job while going to school and writing papers for the other students. The fear and worry as he fled the station after Danny’s murder. The shifts on the stinking orange. Sleeping it off in the cube here.

“It’s exhausting. It’s very exhausting.”

* * *

Sapron reminded him that they had to get out of the room in a few hours, and that the bouncer would be looking for him. “The station council will toss Jimmy in jail overnight and give him a fine. A small one. Your girlfriend, they’ll do the same, and give her a fine to get rid of her. Put her on the first ship out of here that will take her. She looks corporate. Is she corporate?”

“She’s not my girlfriend. But yes, she’s corporate.”

“So, even if she is looking for you, she’ll be on the first corporate ship out. You just have to avoid the bouncers. They’ll beat the crap out of you.”

“What about you? Won’t they go after you?”

“My mom’s best friend is dating the bouncer’s boss. If he messes with me, she’ll complain to her friend, who will stop sleeping with him. He’ll be angry and probably fire the bouncer, or not give him shifts for a few weeks, and he knows it, so he’ll go easy on me.”

Jake took a moment to digest that. “Oh. OK. Well, I can’t stay here. I need to get to my ship.”

Sapron stood up and began to pull her clothes on.

“Right. So it’s just you. Wash up here, get dressed. I’ll get your stuff and check out your ship. The Orange Blossom, right?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

“It was on your crew chit. The ship was right, but your name wasn’t.”

“Oh, right.”

“Have to keep you away from security—they’ll fine you too.” She pulled on her suit and adjusted her hair.

“OK, I’m going to check things out. I’ll call this comm in a while. No more than twenty minutes.” Sapron give him a hug and a peck on the cheek. “I had a great time, Jake. Come back and visit again. We’ll go out to dinner, but somewhere else.”

“Won’t I see you again before I leave?”

“Maybe not; getting you to the ship might be tricky, but I have a plan. I’ll see you next time.”

She opened the door, stuck her head out, and peeked left and right, then turned and smiled and walked out the door. It clanked closed behind her.

* * *

Jake didn’t have to wait long. Fifteen minutes later he got an audio-only call, and he recognized the cube farm number.

“Yes?”

“It’s me. She’s here watching,” Sapron whispered.

“She? Oh, Nadine.”

“She’s watching. She might have seen me check the ship out. Somebody’s idling in front of my desk. They can’t hear me, but they can see where I go.”

“OK. What do I do?”

“Wait there. My second cousin will come by in ten minutes. She’ll have your clothes, and she’ll show you a back way. The password is ‘work sucks.’”

“Work sucks?”

“Yes. Gotta go. Safe travels.”

“Safe travels,” Jake replied, but the line was dead.

* * *

Exactly seven minutes later the door bonged. Jake was dressed, packed, and ready to go, so he opened it. He didn’t see anybody, but then a voice came from below.

“Work sucks.”

Jake looked down. Standing in front of him was a freckled redhead half his height, dragging his bag behind her.

“Here, you carry this.” She shoved the bag toward him.

“How old are you?”

“I’m eleven. Sapron said you would be ready. Are you ready to go?”

“Um, yes.”

“I’m Corry. Follow me.”

She turned around and scampered down the corridor. Jake shouldered his bag and followed her.

Corry moved as though she knew her way around the station. After reaching the end of the corridor, she climbed several levels toward the core, then crossed partway spinward. She waited at a corner until Jake caught up. She put her finger to her lips and peered around the corner, then withdrew her head and turned back to Jake.

“We’re going to go up a big set of stairs over the bio area. Don’t make any noise, so nobody looks up at us. Go quick. At the top of the stairs, there’s another ladder—go down that right away when you get there.”

Corry disappeared around the corner. Jake didn’t have a chance to say anything, but he peered around the corner and saw her running up a set of stairs that stretched into the distance. She didn’t make any sounds. He hefted he bag on his left shoulder and began to scramble after her. He used his right arm to grasp the railing and partly hold himself up so that his feet didn’t clang on the steps. He looked down and saw the bio area of the station below. Groups of people sat around talking or milled aimlessly. Clusters of plants shielded him from direct view, but if he could see them, that meant they could see him—but only if they looked up. He lifted his feet up to a tiptoe. When he reached the top of the stairs, Corry was waiting for him.

“Down here,” she said, lifting a grate. She fit with no problem, but Jake had to squeeze in. He had problems dragging his bag along. He let it dangle below him, but that left him with only his right arm to climb down. He almost fell down the shaft as he tried to close the grate behind him.

“Be careful, dunderhead,” whispered Corry.

As Jake began to climb down, he felt a breeze from above. They must be in the main air-return shaft, the part of the air system that carried cleaned air back from the bio plants to the main pumping system. He and Corry would be able to go all the way from the core out to the rim, as long as they didn’t get stuck in the side chutes.

Corry clearly knew where they were going. She climbed down without pause. It was hard to see in the duct, as there were no lights, and it got darker as they climbed lower. Every so often, lights drifted in from side shafts, but Corry kept moving. Partway down, she turned on a headlamp. This was one prepared eleven-year-old.

“Turn here—we’re going anti-spinward,” Corry called up. She swung off the ladder and into a vent shaft and began to crawl.

Jake struggled to get in but couldn’t do it. The bag wouldn’t drag along behind him, and he couldn’t squeeze around the corner. Corry had squirmed her way ahead of him, and the light was getting fainter and fainter. He thought about tying the bag to his feet, but he didn’t have anything to tie it with. Standing in the dark holding his bag, he couldn’t think of what to do. What if he just stayed here? Would he die alone in the dark? Would he starve to death?

“Get a grip, Stewart,” he thought. “You can just climb back and walk from there.” He shook his head in anger at himself, felt around for a moment, and then began climbing down again. He climbed past the cross duct and then jammed his bag inside as he passed. His bag fit easily. He shoved it forward and pushed himself in behind it. Jamming his legs behind him, he shoved his body forward and pushed the bag with his hands. It slid easily.

He couldn’t see any light ahead. Was he too far behind Corry? He wasn’t sure. He pushed his bag forward as hard as he could, then wormed his way forward, then pushed again, then wormed again. And repeat.

Jake squirmed forward faster and shoved his bag harder. He couldn’t see any lights ahead of him. Where was Corry? He pushed again harder, and his bag disappeared—it fell over the edge of something and dropped. He heard it hit the ground below with a thump. He stopped. What?

A dim sound came from below.

“Shh. Careful.”

“Sorry,” Jake whispered. He slid carefully forward until his upper body was leaning precariously out into space. There must be a hole in the shaft floor. He waved his hands around but couldn’t feel anything.

“What do I do now? I can’t see. How far down is it? Can I drop?” he asked in a whisper.

“Grab the ladder on the wall, dummy.”

Jake swung his hands around; it was dark and he didn’t see a ladder. He right hand flailed aimlessly, but his left knuckles banged against something metal. It hurt.

He reached over to his left, more carefully this time, and found that there was a ladder on the wall. He started to reach for it and slid farther down the hole. Now he was headfirst partway down, and beyond the point of no return. He slowed his descent by grasping the ladder slide and slowing his fall. That worked fine until his feet came free of the duct above him, and then he felt his feet falling down. He tried to hang onto the railing but lost control as his feet dropped behind him. He was falling, falling…

Thump. His head banged into his bag, and his feet hit the ground behind him. He’d fallen perhaps a foot. He rolled over, shaking his head. He heard a snap, and light flooded the room. Corry stood next to him with her hand on a light switch. They were in a small utility room. Corry looked at him for a moment, sprawled on the floor, laying like a sack of trash on the floor.

“Some corporate spy you are. Huh.” She gestured to the door. “The end of this corridor is the loading docks. Your ship is two down. Sapron said I should bring you here and then go. Turn the light out, wait five minutes, and then get gone. I’m going.”

With the disdain that only an eleven-year-old could show, she stepped over him, slipped lightly up the ladder, and disappeared.

Jake shook his head and stretched. He’d have a bruise on his arm, but that was it. He checked his comm and sat quietly on the floor. After five minutes, He grabbed his bag in his left hand, found the door-open pad, and turned the light out. He opened the door and looked out to the corridor. Just at the end of the maintenance corridor, he caught a glimpse of a familiar face. There was the Orange Blossom dock, and there was Smiley, standing in front of it.





CHAPTER 19

“Jake! Good to see you back!” said Smiley.

“Really, Smiley?” Jake responded. He still didn’t know Smiley’s real name.

“Yeah—you just missed your friends.”

“Friends? I don’t have any friends here.”

“Really? A girl and two guys. They said they were your friends. Asked about you. Wanted to know when you would be back.”

“I don’t know who you are talking about, Smiley. But we have some other business.”

“Other business?”

Jake dumped his bag on the deck and dusted off his hands, which were covered with dust from the air ducts.

“Payout before we start. Two hundred fifty credits. You know the drill.”

“That’s right, that’s right. But you know, Jake, we might be a little over-crewed this trip. Might not be any room for you. You might have to stay here.”

“Stay here? You don’t need me?”

“Maybe not this time. Too many crew, not enough work. Less money for everybody.” Smiley flashed his grin and spread his hands wide in a “what can you do?” type of gesture.

“Smiley, you get half of my money. You can’t get a better deal than that, not and have anybody eat.”

“Well, I might have to leave you here—stay with your friends. Unless we get a new deal.”

Jake felt himself start to panic. He needed to get away. He wasn’t sure why Nadine was here, but it couldn’t be good. Was she with the two men who had tried to kill him? Nadine couldn’t stay here forever. But if she knew what ship he was on, wouldn’t she turn him in?

Jake opened his mouth to cave in, beg for passage, forgo his cut, but then he stopped. Smiley kept smiling, but Jake had learned a bit about the different types of smiles. This wasn’t his total shit-eating grin; this was more of his “let’s try and work this out” grin, with a little side of calculation.

Jake snapped his mouth closed. “Where are they, then?”

“Who?”

“My friends. They should be waiting for me here.”

“Well, they said they’d be back.”

Jake nodded once, but he didn’t panic. The important thing, Bart had said, was to keep your nerve.

“Uh huh. You didn’t tell them that I was on the ship, did you? You’re threatening me to extract more cash from me. They don’t know I’m here. They probably tried every ship on the truss, and you told them you’d get back to them if you found anything.” Jake leaned forward until he was close to Smiley. “What did they offer you, Smiley?”

“They offered a lot of cash to find you. A thousand credits.”

“No, they didn’t.” Jake shook his head. “If they had offered that much, you’d have given me up. You just want some more money from me.”

“Well, they offered fifty credits if I found out the ship you were on.”

“So?”

“So I think you should pay double to have me not tell them.”

“Nope. I’m not doing it.”

“Then you stay.”

“Fine, I’ll call your bluff. I’ll stay.”

Jake leaned down and picked up his bag, but he held it loosely in one hand. “You see, Smiley, I met a girl. Her brothers want to talk to me; they don’t like me much, but she likes me. She can bring them around. And I’ve got a crew chit now—registered with the station. So I’ll stay and sort it out with her, and catch the next trip. When are you back?” Jake swung the bag onto his shoulder. The ball was in Smiley’s court. Jake had become a much better liar.

“I think you are bluffing.”

“No, I’m not. If I stay, you lose two hundred fifty credits—and whatever the captain does to you because you are short crew. Even if you find somebody else, there will be problems. You know I’m reliable, and you can’t be too sure about new guys. It’s in your best interest keep your mouth shut and pay me now.”

Smiley was silent. Jake remembered something else Bart had told him. “Whoever talks first loses.” It was hard, but he kept his mouth shut.

Smiley stared at him for a moment. The moment stretched out, and then he laughed. “You get better at this every trip, kid. Welcome back.” He stepped aside.

Jake didn’t move, just held out his hand. “Cash.”

“Of course, I hadn’t forgotten Here you go.” Smiley handed him a credit chip. Jake checked the balance first before he thumbed the receipt.

* * *

This trip started much the same as the last one. Stinky and Smelly were back. The older guys were back. There was only one new guy, who wasn’t particularly incompetent, at least by new-guy standards. Jake fell into a routine. Work a twelve-hour shift, eat, sleep, eat, work another twelve-hour shift. He even managed to exchange a few words with the engine-room crew. They went to four different stations in the first few days, and then there was a twenty-four-hour lull while they climbed up to another station.

Jake was lying in his bunk, the most comfortable place to be while under thrust. He’d just finished a twelve-hour shift moving containers around, and they were heading to the next station. Smiley had told them they had twenty-four hours until the next stop, so they could relax.

The new guy was younger than Jake and seemed greener, if that was possible. Jake had been told his name, but like the rest of the compartment called him “the new guy.”

“So, where are we going next?” asked the new guy.

“Don’t know, don’t care,” Jake said. “We’ll be back at Transfer-3 in a few days.” He leaned back in his bunk. He had managed to purchase a cheap portable entertainment unit on one of the stations. It wasn’t much, but it played music and video.

“What are you watching?” the new guy asked.

“An operation manual on how to fix airlock electronics.”

“Why do you need that?”

“I don’t need it, but I used to work on a station. We had locks like this. It’s always good to know how to fix things.”

“Why are you working here now, Jake?”

He ignored the question, so the new guy kept talking.

“I’m here because my stepdad told me to beat it. He said he and my mom could feed two kids, not three, and it was time for me to find a new job.”

“Uh huh.”

“This isn’t a great job, but it’s a start, right?”

“Sure. A start.” Jake rewound his screen. How did you connect the atmosphere sensors again? He hadn’t quite got it.

“I’ll take the money I save from this trip and buy a new suit, so they won’t have to rent me one again.”

“You know they charge you for the suit, right?”

“I know,” the new guy said. “It was a lot. But I’ve got a deal on a used one at a rerun store—I just need a couple hundred other credits to buy one, and then they won’t charge me.”

“A couple hundred credits will get you a good skin suit? I don’t think so,” Jake said.

“It’s old, but it still works.”

“Buying used equipment will get you killed. Did you ever stop to consider why somebody sold that suit to start with? What’s it doing in the store? Probably the life support failed and killed the old owner.”

“Maybe. But I have to start somewhere, right?”

“Sure,” said Jake.

“You have a great suit.”

“It’s a standard Belter model.”

“Where did you get it?”

“A friend.”

“A friend sold it to you?”

“A friend died in it, and I was his size, so I got it next.”

“Oh.” The new guy paused for a moment.

“Jake, how come we can’t move around while we’re under thrust?”

“Because you can get hurt in high G—fall over and break a bone, and we don’t want to deal with that.”

“But we’re not under high G—this is like point two-five.”

“No, we’re…Hey, you are right.” Jake came back to reality from watching the pintels of an airlock connect into a gudgeon.

“How come we’re under thrust for point two-five G for twenty-four hours? We could get there in a lot less time if we had a higher thrust,” the new guy observed.

“Probably waiting for a station to swing around.”

“Strange course. Shouldn’t we have hit another station first? Do we do this drift thing often?”

“No, we don’t. Time is money. We usually hit as many stations as possible.” Jake thought for a second. This was unusual. Huh. Captain’s problem. He returned to his video.

* * *

Rim-46 was like most of the other rim stations Jake had been at. Small, stuck on an asteroid, with mining tunnels. This one was perhaps a little bigger than normal. It had two solar distilleries and two different landing trusses. He and new guy went outside to handle lines.

“Hey Jake, what’s that over there?” asked the new guy, pointing to the higher truss.

“Just because we’re paired up for work doesn’t mean you can keep asking me questions,” Jake said.

The new guy continued. After four days, he’d learned Jake’s bark was way worse than his bite.

“It looks fast. Look at the engines.”

Jake turned around. On the tallest docking truss was a ship. It was bigger than the Orange Blossom and had eight engine nozzles rather than two. He’d seen such ships before, but they weren’t common.

“It’s a far trader. It’s faster than us. Twice as fast. Faster than a regular free trader, but not as much cargo.”

“I wouldn’t mind that,” said the new guy, with feeling. They had shifted four containers so far and had four more to go. It was going to be another long shift.

Six hours later, they were almost done. They were just waiting for the final lines to be dogged.

Smiley was on the comm. “On the hull. Jake, I need you dockside.”

“What for, Smiley?” asked Jake.

“Go stand by their side of the fuel system. Plug into the airlock out there, and go inside. They’ll give you a package. T&T, stand by the dock lines. Everybody else, back in. Once Jake comes back, we’ll undock and head out.”

“Fuel system airlock, got it.” Jake pushed off the ship and floated across the gap to the station truss. He landed with a gentle bump at the far side. He glanced behind him to see the new guy going in the aft airlock, and some activity on the front lock. He plugged into the comm next to the airlock. “The ship sent me,” he said. “I’m supposed to pick up something. Put it in the lock, and I’ll open up and grab it.”

“Who are you again, son?” It sounded like an old man talking. There was no video from inside the lock on the screen, so Jake wasn’t sure. This was an old station, so the screen was probably broken.

“I’m Jake. From the Orange Blossom. I’m here for a package. Put it in the lock, and I’ll pick it up. How big is it?”

“It’s small, son. Fits in a pocket. But it’s not vacuum safe. Have you got a suit pocket that is pressurized?”

“I do. But I’ll have to get in, and you’ll have to flood the lock.”

“That’s fine, son. Climb in.”

Jake swung the lock open and climbed in. He spun the handles to lock it tight, and his vision blurred as air slowly filled the chamber. Air always refracted light, just a little bit. The lock atmo light changed to green, so he flipped his visor up. Still the inner door didn’t open.

“Old equipment,” said Jake. Some locks got stuck and wouldn’t engage even when the air was equalized.

Jake heard a loud clank, and then another loud clank. It was odd; it sounded like a dock line being disengaged. Jake turned around and looked out the viewport in the outer door. The Orange Blossom was still there. Nope, it was moving.

“What the hell? Hey, flush the air; my ship’s leaving.” Jake switched channels. “Smiley, what are you doing? I’m still here.”

There was no response. Jake flipped his visor down and sealed it, then punched the button next to the outer door. It didn’t respond.

“Stupid old crap.” Jake looked outside again. The Orange Blossom was definitely drifting. Maybe a line had broken loose, and it was just repositioning. He tried the ship channel again. “Smiley, I’m still here.”

“I know, Jake. I know.” It was Smiley’s voice. “You should have taken my deal, Jake. You should have paid me. It would have been better for you, and better for me.”

“Better than what? What did you do, Smiley?”

“They were just better negotiators than you, Jake. Good luck. Orange Blossom out.”

A blue flare lit in front of him.

“Crap,” Jake said. That was the main engine. As the Orange Blossom continued moving away, Jake watched it get smaller in the viewport. He looked at the lock status board: the lock was full of air. He tried the outer button again, but nothing happened. He tried to spin the handles on the outer hatch, but they wouldn’t move. He flipped his visor up, turned around, and tried the inner hatch. The door handles spun easily, so he spun the door open and pushed it inward. Four figures stood in front of him.

“Hello, Nadine,” he said to the blond girl in the center.





CHAPTER 20

“Hello, Jake. Good to see you again.” Nadine smiled at him. She was wearing a different outfit than before, a semihard suit. It was like his suit, tough and flexible, and designed for vacuum work.

“Yeah.” Jake slumped against the wall.

“We need to talk to you.”

“Um, you could have sent an e-mail.”

“To where?”

“I don’t want to talk to you. I want to go back to my ship,” Jake said. He looked down at the deck.

“Your ship is gone. And it wasn’t really your ship, anyway.”

“I want to go back. I’ll call them. Say they marooned me.”

Nadine shook her head. “They won’t answer.”

“Somebody will hear me. Ships get in trouble for marooning crew.”

“Too bad you aren’t listed as crew then, huh?”

Good point, thought Jake. “I’ll call the militia.”

“No, you won’t,” Nadine said. “They’ll send you to South. Don’t worry; after we’ve had our talk, I’ll drop you off where you want to go.”

“Our talk?” Jake looked up at Nadine.

“We need to talk about Danny.”

“I didn’t kill Danny,” Jake said. “I just got scared and ran away. You know this. You helped me.”

“I know you didn’t kill him, but I need to talk to you about that—and some other things. Come on out.”

Jake surveyed the group. There was Nadine in the front. Behind her loomed two men. The taller of the two had pale white skin, black eyes, coarse black hair and a neatly trimmed black mustache. His partner was shorter, not much taller than Nadine, but with very broad shoulders. His skin was just as pale, but his eyes were brown, as was his beard. Brown stubble covered his shaven head. Both wore a bored expression. Their suits were of a similar design, painted in matching high visibility blue and white check. Metal plates reinforced the chest, arms and thighs. Jake looked at their collar and saw corporate flashes. Some sort of rent-a-guard company then, and the modified hard suits would function as body armor. And their belt pouches probably contained stunners.

An older man with a patched skin suit stood next to Nadine, by the hatch panel. He had watery blue eyes and greasy grey hair, hacked off to fit inside a helmet. An electronic tool kit was strapped to his belt. Jake looked to him.

“You OK with this, old-timer? Marooning somebody?”

“I didn’t maroon you, boy. Your captain did.”

“But I’m here, and with your help.”

“All I did was open an airlock. We see the Orange Blossom from time to time; we know them. They treat us just fine, and we’d like to encourage more visits from them. You, I don’t know your story, but I trust they had a good reason to leave you here. Oh, and I have a package for you.” The man handed something through the airlock.

Jake looked at it. “What is it?”

“Your pay. They paid you out.”

Jake took it and put it in a suit pocket.

“What are you going to do with me? Steal my money and then space me?”

“Son, you came here on a ship, and you’re leaving on a ship. That seems fair to me.”

“What will the station council say when they hear about this?” Jake asked.

“Since I’m the president of the council, and since we’ve already discussed it, they’ll say you are not part of me and mine, so you are on your own. This is a rim station, son. We look after our ourselves, but that’s all we can afford to look after.”

Nadine jumped in. “Thanks for your help, but we have business. Jake, come with us. We’ll get you fed and showered, and then we’ll talk. After our talk, we’ll drop you off.”

Jake didn’t move, and Nadine frowned.

“Jake, you are coming with us one way or another, even if we have to drag you out.”

Jake still didn’t move. “You sound different, Nadine. Not flirty like you were in school. More decisive.”

“In case you haven’t figured it out yet, I’m not actually a student. Not anymore.”

Jake slowly shook his head, then he stared at the old-timer by the lock. He turned toward Nadine, nodded his head.

“Yeah, neither am I.” He leaned down and stuck his hand into a small recessed slot on the floor. Inside was a handle. He pulled the handle up as fast as he could.

The lever was very long, perhaps two meters, and it was connected to the airlock door. It was the emergency manual close. He heard curses and scrambling as those outside tried to grab the door flange and hold it open. The two heavies grabbed the edge, but the airlock door continued to swing shut. The old guy, aware of the danger, stepped well back and watched. Nadine had raised her eyebrows but had not otherwise moved.

Jake kept pushing, and the door kept swinging shut. One of the heavies had his fingers wrapped around the edge of the door. It made pushing the lever harder, but Jake had lots of leverage. Jake figured the heavy would lose at least two fingers, probably all four, when the door slammed shut and the locking system engaged.

Jake kept his eyes on the fingers as he strained forward. What if they kept their hands there? The emergency locking mechanism would certainly crush them, but would it chop them off? Was the edge of the hatch sharp enough to chop, or just squish? It was an interesting academic question, chop or crush. It looked like he would have a practical demonstration in about four seconds. The fingers stayed there as the hatch closed.

The fingers disappeared. The hatch clanked shut, and the emergency bolts locked, sealing the hatch shut. Jake bent at the waist, winded, and caught his breath for a moment. The lever hadn’t been that heavy, but he’d pushed it a long way.

“‘Give me a place to stand, and I’ll move the earth,’” he quoted.

The panel lit, and Nadine’s voice came through it. “Jake, that was fun, but it doesn’t help. We’ll just override the manual safety from the panel here.”

Jake reached into his outer pocket for some of the tools he carried and hammered the screwdriver between the panel and the lock, and then pried it off. It came off with a pop and hung by its wiring harness.

Nadine continued speaking. “Jake, I’m getting annoyed. We just need to talk. We need your help, and if you help us we’ll let you go. Don’t make us break in there; I’ll be angry with you.”

Jake ignored her, counting the wires in the harness. Yes, thirteen of them, exactly as the video said. He put his hammer and screwdriver back in his pocket and pulled out a pair of pliers, counting down the rows of the bundle.

Nadine had left the circuit open, and Jake could hear the conversation.

“…open now?” Nadine asked.

“I can’t override the lever, but I can disconnect the linkage and disengage the locking pins with the internal motors. I’ll start now. That will take about a minute,” the old guy said.

“Fine,” said Nadine. “We have time.”

Jake heard a clank. That would be the coupling for the lever. Now he couldn’t pull the lock closed in a hurry, but it was sealed shut with the locking pins. Then he heard a whirring noise. Yup, just like the video: that would be the pins withdrawing slowly.

Jake continued counting—six, seven, eight. At number eight, he clipped the wire. The whirring continued. He kept counting. Ten, eleven, clip.

The whirring stopped. Jake let out his breath. The speaker kept chattering.

“He did what?” asked Nadine.

“Disengaged the electronics. We’ll have to open the lock on this side and manually pull the couplings out.”

“How long will that take?”

“Time. I’ll need to get help.”

Nadine addressed him again. “Jake, listen, we’re on your side; don’t get in any more trouble here.”

Jake leaned down and stuck his mouth close to the speaker. “I’m wanted for murder. I’ve been marooned on a strange station. This station wants to steal my money and space me, and the people claiming to be on my side started a bar fight and beat up everybody around me. How much more trouble can I get in?”

“Jake, we can work this out.”

“I don’t think so, Nadine. I’m sorry. I’m tired of hiding. I didn’t do anything, and all people want to do now is arrest me, steal money from me, work me to death, whatever. I can’t take it anymore.”

“Just relax, Jake; we’ll work this out. I just need a few questions answered, and we’ll take you where you want to go.”

“I don’t want to go anywhere. I want this to end. I’ve had enough. I’m not running again.”

Jake turned around and went to the outer door. When he glanced out the viewport, he thought he could see a small blue light in the distance. Maybe the Orange Blossom, maybe not; it would be far away now. It had been his home for a while, and he missed it.

He turned away from the viewport and looked at the panel. Nadine and the old guy were chattering on the speaker, but he ignored them. He popped this panel off as well and began counting wires. He crossed two of them, and the adjacent light changed from red to green.

Inside, the old guy had a panel of his own popped off the wall, and he was examining a motor. He had a tool kit identical to Jake’s on the floor beside him.

A light above the panel changed. Nadine released the comm button and pointed at it. “What’s that?”

The old guy looked up at it. “Huh. He disengaged the safety circuit.”

“What does that mean?”

“He can blow the outer door if he wants.”

“We control the atmo pumps. He can’t open the outer door until we pump out, right?

“Not anymore,” the old guys said. “He can open the outer door even when he’s under pressure.”

Nadine turned back to the panel and punched the comm button.

“Jake, what are you doing? Jake, don’t do anything stupid. We just want to talk. Jake? Jake?”

Jake looked out the viewport and nodded once. There it was. He shuffled his feet a bit, then turned so that he faced the outer door. He reached over and pushed the comm button. “I’m really sorry, Nadine.” He reached back with his right hand and slammed the emergency OPEN button. The hatch door burst open, and Jake blasted out of the lock, away from the station, and straight into space.





CHAPTER 21

“Where did he go?” Nadine yelled.

“He’s blasted out,” said the old guy.

“Open the lock. We need to get him.” Nadine began to seal up her suit.

The old guy shook his head. “We can’t. We’ll decompress this whole side.”

“We’ll pay for the damages,” Nadine said. “Warn everybody, and get this open.”

The old guy shook his head again. “Nope. We’ve got electrical and some hydroponics over here. That will kill them, and they can’t be replaced. It’ll screw up the air supply.”

One of the heavies moved behind him. “She said open it, so you open it.”

The old guy smiled up at him. “Well, big fella, it will take thirty minutes with heavy tools, and that’s if I get help. You going to stand over me and hit me until I turn a screw three hundred times? You think that will work?”

“No, that won’t help.” Nadine waved off her crew and turned to the old guy. “We need another airlock, or we should contact the duty ship.”

The old guy shook his head. “No duty ship. We can’t afford it. But there’s another airlock—follow me.” He turned and began hiking down the corridor.

“What about station ops? Will they be tracking him?” Nadine asked.

The old guy looked back at her and snorted. Nadine nodded. “Right, not manned, and the radar’s probably not on, either.”

The old guy nodded. “You got it, pretty lady.”

“Airlock. Now,” said Nadine, pointing forward.

They trotted through the corridors, down a shaft and around a corridor to another airlock. All four piled in, suiting up as they entered. A quick check from the old guy that they all had sealed their helmets, and the door opened. They clambered out and quickly walked along the outside of the station onto the surface. They hadn’t gone more than a hundred meters before they saw the lock near the fueling station, at the end of the truss. Looking up from below, the outer door hung wide open, blasted out by the air pressure. Red lights flashed around it.

“Everybody look for him. He can’t have gone far,” Nadine ordered.

“We should have charged you more,” said the old guy.

“Well, you didn’t, and you can’t now. We need to find Jake.” She turned her head and stared out into space. The others followed, except the old guy, who gave a quick glance toward the horizon, away from the station. Then he shrugged and pushed forward, grabbed the truss, and began climbing.

Nadine noticed and called on their radio channel. “Where are you going?”

“I looked as well as I’ll ever be able to, and I don’t see him. He didn’t call in on the station emergency channel, or somebody would have noticed that. I can’t do much else, so I’m going up there and getting in that lock and closing that empire-dammed hatch, so I can fix it before the next freighter comes in.” He kept climbing.

Nadine grimaced, then reached into an outer pocket and took out a pair of goggles with a plug attachment on one side. She snapped the goggles on the front of her visor and plugged them into a port on the side of her helmet. She began slowly moving her head from left to right, scanning the sky. One of the heavies spoke up.

“What are you doing, looking back and forth like that?”

“I’m looking for Jake.”

“You think you’re going to see him looking like that? You must have great eyes.” He snickered on the channel, then turned towards his partner. “What you think, Demetrios? Think she’ll see him five clicks away?”

“I don’t know what Demetrios thinks,” interrupted Nadine, continuing to scan, “but here’s what I think. I think I’ve got an infrared scanner built into my helmet display. It’s old empire, and I think it can see a warm body against a cold background very easily. And I further think that your boss made it pretty clear to you who is in charge on this mission, and I think he’ll mess you up pretty badly if I complain the least bit about how you behaved this trip. So I think that, until I decide this scan is done, you two are going to stand there and shut up. That’s what I think. Is that what you think, Demetrios?”

Demetrios was no fool. He stepped back where Nadine couldn’t see him and made a cutting gesture across his neck at his partner. Then he spoke up. “Yes, ma’am. That’s exactly what I think. I think we’ll stay here and shut up till you tell us we’re done.”

The first heavy shut up. Nadine kept moving her head slowly from side to side. Nobody spoke until she stopped. “Computer can’t see him. He’s probably too far away.”

Demetrios coughed. “Or, he could have gotten killed right away. His body could cool down pretty quickly if he left his faceplate up.” He paused for a moment. “Ma’am.”

“Could be,” agreed Nadine. “But he’s not the type to do that, not deliberately.”

“Could have been an accident, ma’am.”

“Could be. Back to the ship. We’ll use the sensors there and do a bit of a float around, to double-check.”

The group hurried back to the airlock and reentered the station. They passed by the old guy and a crew fixing the fuel-station airlock. They were almost done, it looked like.

The old guy waved at them. “You guys dropping?”

“Yes,” said Nadine.

“You’re cleared to go whenever you want,” the old guy said. “Pleasure doing business with you. Come back soon.”

“Sure,” said Nadine. She didn’t say she’d be back. She hated rim stations like this one.

* * *

Nadine and her two escorts moved through an airlock, through a flexible tube, and into their ship. It was a standard fast trader, not rare, but uncommon. It flew faster and farther than a regular trader but had the same interfaces, locks, and equipment. Demetrios and company moved back to the crew quarters without asking. They were strictly muscle, and neither could pilot a runabout, never mind a ship.

Nadine walked forward to the bridge and past the suit storage, racked her helmet, and climbed down into the pilot seat. A single light glowed red: the cargo door wasn’t locked. After unlocking the board, she closed the cargo door, then disengaged the docking lines and thrust away from the station. She turned the thrust off and let the ship float.

She had just begun to program a radar sweep when she felt a coldness on the back of her head. Slowly, she tilted her head up until she could see the viewport in front of her—and the reflection of the man standing behind her.

“Hello, Jake.”

“Hello, Nadine.”

“Shotgun?”

“Yes.”

“Where did you get a shotgun? You didn’t have it before.”

“One of your goons left it in the gun rack by the hatch. I had enough time for a quick search before you came on board.”

“That sounds like something they’d do. I’ll have to speak to them about it. How did you get on board? You blew out into space. We thought you were dead.”

“I just eyeballed the rotation and the ship’s spot on the tower, and I blew myself toward it. I caught the cargo container and hid behind it.”

“And climbed inside. That’s why I had the warning light.”

“Yes.”

Nadine smiled. “Smart, Jake. Why didn’t you just fly away—steal the ship?”

“I was trying. I was having problems unlocking your board. I was going to take it off and try the manual overrides, but then you were here.”

“You’ve learned a lot, Jake. I always knew you were a smart kid.”

“Thanks. Now, we need to go. You’re going to take me out of here.”

“Of course, Jake. No problem.”

“No problem?”

“Of course, whatever you want.” Nadine turned her head over her shoulder, offered her most winning smile, and tossed her hair. Even after everything that had happened, Jake blushed when she smiled at him like that.

“Um. Right.”

“We just need a destination.” She reached out and tapped a key. A navigation screen appeared on one of the displays.

“Uh, oh. OK.”

“So, Jake, where do you want to go?” She tapped another key “Back to Rim-46? They are not too happy about you wrecking their lock.”

“I didn’t wreck it. I deactivated it.”

“Whatever. But I’ll bet you don’t want to stay here.”

“No, probably not.”

“And you don’t want to go back to school, on a TGI station, because they think you murdered Danny.”

“I didn’t murder Danny,” Jake said. “He was like that when I got there.”

“So, want me to set course for TGI?”

“Un, no.”

“So, let’s see what else there is.” She tapped a few more keys. “Transfer-3 is a possibility, but they might want to talk to you as well, about that riot you started in the restaurant.”

“You were part of that.”

“Yes. But it was mostly you and your friend, and I already paid my fine. Do you want to go there?

“Uh, no.”

There was a long pause. Jake stepped back a bit, and Nadine slowly swiveled her chair around to face him.

“So where do you want to go, Jake?”

He was silent.

“That’s what I thought. And you’ve never handled a shotgun before, have you?”

“Lots of times.” Jake brandished the gun and poked it toward her.

Nadine reached out and grabbed the barrel and pointed it toward the ceiling. Startled, Jake pulled the trigger. It clicked, but nothing happened. He pulled the trigger again. Nothing. Nadine kept holding the barrel as Jake struggled with the trigger. It continued to click but didn’t fire. Finally, Nadine reached out with both hands and pulled the shotgun away.

“I don’t think so. You still have the safety on. So you broke in and hijacked a ship, held the crew at gunpoint, and for what?”

Jake just shook his head and slumped. “What are you going to do?”

“Well, first, I’m going to lock the board.” She tapped a few keys. “Next, I’ll fix the safety.” She clicked something on the shotgun.

“You said the safety was on. Why are you turning it on again?” asked Jake.

“I wasn’t,” Nadine said. “I turned it off so I could do this.”

She braced the shotgun against her chair and then pulled the trigger.

Jake felt a terrific pain on his chest, and he flew backward and smashed against the bulkhead. His vision started going dark. As the light faded, he thought, “She shot me? Really?”





CHAPTER 22

Jake woke up.

He hadn’t expected to, so he was pleased—until the pain hit. His chest hurt, as though he had been shot. Right, he had been shot. He gasped for breath, and it caught with a yelp. His chest hurt when he breathed. He stretched but couldn’t move his limbs.

“Am I paralyzed?” he thought. He began to frantically twist his arms and legs. He couldn’t seem to get anywhere. But his ankles flexed, and he could open and close his fingers. No paralysis then, but his wrists and ankles hurt. He could move his elbows and knees a bit. He struggled again some more, but it only made his wrists hurt more.

“OK, OK. Calm down.” He relaxed his body for a moment and drew in a breath. He made it almost all the way in, until he felt a burning pain in his chest again, and he gasped. The gasp hurt. He tried to breathe again, but very slowly. He took short, shallow breaths; they didn’t hurt as much.

After he had control of his breathing, he looked around to figure out where he was. Opening his eyes and twisting his head slightly, he realized he was in a crew compartment, probably on the ship he had been on before. He couldn’t see his hands, but his wrists hurt, and he couldn’t move them. Same with his ankles. “Handcuffs,” he thought. He was locked to the bed.

He hurt, but he wasn’t dead. And he was under thrust. Not much, but he could tell that this ship had its main engines running.

The door was open, so he yelled out. “Hey!” It came out as more like a gasp.

A figure loomed in the door—one of the heavies. This guy leaned in, pulled the sheet back, and gave a tug on the handcuffs, then the foot cuffs. Satisfied that both were tight, he looked at Jake and smiled.

“What’s going on?” Jake asked.

The heavy smiled, leaned forward, and slapped him lightly on the chest.

“YAAGGGRRRRHHHH!” Jake screamed.

“He’s awake!” the heavy yelled out the door before stepping away.

Nadine appeared around the door. “Good. You’re awake.”

“What happened? You shot me!”

“I did. You were being a pain in the ass, and I didn’t appreciate that stunt with the airlock door. We had a launch window to make.”

“You shot me. How come I’m not dead?”

Nadine crossed her arms. “Does your chest still hurt?”

“Yes.”

“I’m not surprised. That shotgun was set for riot suppression. Light rounds. They hurt a lot but won’t kill you. Probably not. But they didn’t in this case.”

“But why shoot me in the chest?”

“Safest place to hit you. Belter skin suits have a metal chest plate. Well, most of them do. I took a chance on yours. Hitting you there knocks you down fast but doesn’t cause any permanent damage.”

“It hurts like hell.”

Nadine shrugged. “You’ll have a giant, painful bruise that will go away in two or three days. Stop whining, I didn’t even crack any ribs. We checked with the medical scanner.”

“My head hurts.”

“That’s your own fault. You have a concussion; the recoil banged your head against the bulkhead. That’s what knocked you out.”

“But why?”

Nadine changed tactics. “I need to be someplace. And I need you with me. And I need you to look at some records. And I didn’t have time for arguments.”

“You need me with you? What records? Where are we going?”

“Well, you didn’t have any better ideas. I asked you where you wanted to go, and you couldn’t figure it out.”

“So you shot me?”

“The argument was getting tedious, as I said. Don’t be such a big baby. You’ll get better.”

Jake shook his head, slowly. It still hurt. “I’m confused. You have a ship. Where are we going?”

“It will take us three days to get to the station we need to go to. I’ll need you in reasonable shape when we get there. I’ve got some pills I can give you. They will knock you out for a long while, like eighteen hours, cut down the swelling, and generally make the bruises better. If you take them and go to sleep, I’ll even unlock your feet and one of your hands.”

“That’s your offer? Drug me? How do I know you won’t throw me out the airlock when I’m sleeping?”

“Well, mostly because I helped you get away from a murder charge, found you again, haven’t turned you in, and could have spaced you while you slept.”

“But you shot me!”

Nadine rolled her eyes. “Are we back to that again? If you keep complaining, I’m going to do it again in a moment. I don’t have time for this right now. So, what is it? Take your pills and sleep, or not?”

Jake sighed. “Pills. But Nadine, why aren’t you turning me in for the murder? Why are you helping me?”

“So now you realize I’m on your side?”

“Not totally; you did chain me to a ship.”

“I’ll explain later. Pills, then talk.”

Jake sighed. “I guess I have to trust you.”

“I guess you do. I’ll be back in a moment.” She returned with two pills and a glass of water and held them to his lips. “Nighty-night.”

* * *

Jake awoke sometime later, this time in the dark. After careful maneuvering, he realized that his left hand was loosely cuffed to a bed support, but the other restraints had been removed. His head didn’t hurt nearly as much as before. His chest still hurt, but it was a throbbing hurt, not a cutting, slicing hurt. He slowly sat up and slid around until he was sitting on the bunk. If he was in a standard crew unit, then he should be able to find the light switch.

Light flooded the compartment. He looked around. He was naked under a sheet. He didn’t remember that from before. He had a twenty-centimeter-wide bruise on his chest. It was bright red and black. His head ached a little, but his thoughts and his vision were clear. He sat up and opened the personal drawer under the bed. His watch was there, and he recognized some of his chips—the fake crew chit, a few money chips, even his original ID chip—Jake Stewart—that he didn’t dare use. Well, he hadn’t been robbed. But where were his clothes? And he had to use the bathroom.

He punched a code on the comm unit, the standard combo for all ships’ bridges everywhere. The answer was immediate.

“Yes?” It was one of the heavies.

“I need to use the bathroom. And I need some clothes.”

“Wait.” The channel cut off.

Jake frowned but sat for a moment, looking around.

Less than a minute later, Nadine appeared. Jake hurriedly drew the sheet around him.

“So modest!” she laughed.

“I need to use the bathroom.”

“I’ll unlock you if you promise not to give me trouble. Otherwise, the cuffs stay on.”

“No trouble. And where are my clothes?”

“You don’t remember?”

“Not really.”

“Jake, I’m surprised at you. Why, after I undressed you, we had wild, passionate sex. Three times! And you kept coming back for more. You were an animal!” She smiled at him.

Jake blushed and stammered, “Really?”

“No, not really, you idiot. You fell asleep right away. And you stank so bad I stripped all your clothes off and put them in the fresher. Wait a moment.” She stepped back into the hall, and he heard a rattling sound. She returned a moment later and threw a pile of clothes at him.

“Here. I’ll unlock your cuffs.” As she leaned over and unlocked the handle around his wrist her hair brushed by Jake’s face. She smelled very nice.

“There. Now, put on some clothes. Use the head. Take a shower. I’ll be in the galley. We can talk while you eat.” She stepped out.

Jake realized he was hungry. And dirty. And still hurting. And confused. And on a ship going somewhere, but he didn’t know where.

“One thing at a time,” he told himself. He began to dress.

* * *

Belter training had conditioned Jake to shower quickly in a station, and a ship wasn’t any different. He dressed, used the head, showered, and put himself back together. Jake walked up to the bridge. If this freighter was like all far traders, the galley would be there, and it was—there was Nadine sitting, eating. She had a green-yellow-red-white in front of her. That was an expensive meal for a trader. Two vegetables, green and yellow, a red fruit—and the white looked like it was fish of some sort.

“Food over there for you. Basic on the wall.” Nadine pointed to the rack next to the microwave. Jake took another green-yellow-red-white, pushed it in the slot, and pressed the appropriate buttons.

“Fancy food,” Jake remarked.

“I hate algae,” Nadine said. “And I don’t like the green in red-green-blue.” Red-green-blue was the cheapest food tray available. Apples, beans, and a blue algae. Red, green, blue.

“OK.” Jake began to eat. He was incredibly hungry. He pulled the metal foil off and ate the entire tray while Nadine watched.

He was licking his spoon—it had been in the personal drawer—when Nadine said, “Take another if you want. We have plenty.”

Jake looked at her. “I’ve never had more than one tray at a meal.”

“Well, things are different here.”

“I guess. Why don’t I eat, and you tell me what’s different?”

“Fair enough.”

Jake got another tray, put it in the slot, and came back and sat down.

“Is this your ship?” Jake asked.

“My employers’,” said Nadine.

“And your employers are?”

“Not important. Not to you. They hire me to do certain work for them, and I need a ship to do it.”

Nadine finished eating her tray and slid it in the disposal slot.

“I see. So you are not a student,” Jake said.

“Nope.” Nadine tossed her hair and gave a sultry smile. “Do I look like a student?”

“But you were in school with me,” Jake insisted. “For almost a year.” He spooned food into his mouth.

“I was. I was on assignment. It was a long year.” Nadine sighed and shook her head.

“Assignment? By whom? For what?” Jake asked.

“By whom is not important. For what is.”

“OK.”

“I work for a corporation. You’ve already figured that out,” Nadine said.

“Everybody could figure that out. You said you worked for a division of TGI back at college.” Jake took another big bite of his meal.

“I did say that. My division does investigations.”

“You were a spy?”

Nadine laughed. “No. Fraud investigations.”

Jake put down his spoon and leaned forward. “What type of fraud?”

“Insurance fraud. That’s what we started with. I was there on the trail of a big fraud investigation. We’d been tracking a ring of corporate crew that were falsifying insurance documents. But then we uncovered smuggling with TGI ships—a big ring. The fraud and the smuggling were part of the same investigation.”

“I see. Where do I come into this?”

Nadine looked at him for a moment, then got up and walked to the wall and drew a cup of basic. She sat down across from him and stared at him over the rim.

“Well, frankly, Jake…you caught them.”

“What?”

“You caught them. We knew generally what was going on and generally where it was going, but we couldn’t identify the exact ships. You figured that out, with your analysis of the logs, and the mass readings, and so on.”

“Oh.”

“Yup, you did what we couldn’t do.”

“So you were on the trail of these crooks, and I found them for you.”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this? Or arrest them. Or something. Why did Danny die?”

“Danny was with us.”

“Danny was with you?”

“Yes. He was helping. He didn’t work for my corp, but he was giving us information. You discovered what you thought was fraud, but we knew it was a cover for the smuggling. That’s how they got some of the ship’s crew involved. The crew thought it was simple insurance fraud—and who gets in trouble over that? But really, it was a cover for the smuggling.”

“What were they smuggling?”

Nadine waved her hand. “That’s not important. What’s important is that you found them and told Danny. He wasn’t angry with you, not really. He faked that. He just wanted to make sure that you didn’t cause things to break up too quickly. We needed to know all the people involved in this, so we wanted it to go on awhile. That’s why we set you up with Mr. Dashi to get fired. We needed the scam to keep running. Mr. Dashi wanted him to start an investigation. It was going to take a while, and we would have exonerated you in the end.”

Nadine paused to take another drink of basic. “He got in touch with me, and we were getting ready to shadow all the ships involved and do a tracker on them. Then he got killed.”

“I didn’t kill him,” Jake said.

“I know you didn’t kill him. Why do you think I helped you get off the station while I sorted things out?”

“You really believe that I didn’t kill him?”

“Absolutely.”

“How do you know?”

“Because, Jake. I have video of somebody else killing him. I’ve got a chip showing who killed him, and when.”





CHAPTER 23

Jake stared at Nadine over the galley table. “You have a chip with Danny being killed on it?” he asked.

“Yes. It wasn’t you.”

“I know that. Who was it?”

“Never mind.”

“Never mind? But I want to know who did it. If you show that to the militia, they’ll drop the charges.”

“They will. And I’ll give it to you.”

“You will?”

“Yes, Jake, I will. But…” Nadine took a long pull from the cup of basic she held in her hand.

“But what?”

“I want you to find a cargo shipment for me,” she said.

“A cargo shipment.”

“A particular cargo shipment. We’ve been tracking some of them, but your intuition is better. You found more, and better, connections. I was impressed with the smugglers you found. We had found some, but not as many, and not as quickly as you.” Nadine put her cup down. “Will you help me?”

“Why do you need me?”

“Something big is happening. We’ve got indications that there was a shipment of about four containers stolen ground side, destined for the some of the outer-rim stations. We need to know which ship is going to take it out.”

“Do you know what was stolen?”

“We have a fairly good idea of the time frame, but there are hundreds of ships involved. We can’t search them all, so we need you to narrow down the ships to search.” Nadine took a long pull from her cup.

“That’s not the answer to my question,” Jake said, frowning.

“What was stolen doesn’t matter. We need to know where it is going.”

“So why don’t you do it yourself?” Jake asked. “You had my records. I gave them to Danny, before he was killed. That’s what got me in this mess.”

“You gave us your results, not your methods. We tried to copy them, but it didn’t work.”

“It didn’t?”

“No. Three of our best analysts tried it. They failed. All three are dead.” Nadine lowered her head solemnly.

Jake dropped his cup of basic. It clattered but didn’t spill.

“Dead? All of them? Were they murdered too?”

“No, they died of boredom.”

“What?”

Nadine laughed. “Just kidding, Jake. They’re fine. But accounting is so boring. I read their results. I wanted to take a nap, or shoot myself, or both. But you seem to have a knack for these things. I want you to find the ship that is moving this shipment. Once that’s confirmed, we’ll take it from there. And I’ll give you that video and send a copy to the militia, to prove that you aren’t the murderer.”

Jake paused for a moment to gather his thoughts. He got up and walked over to the wall and turned the cap to run himself a cup of basic. “So. Which corporation do you work for?”

“It doesn’t matter who I work for. But no, I never was a student. It was a cover. At least three of the officers we suspect of being part of this smuggling ring came out of the TGI merchant academy, and lots of the ships called at academy central as well. It was a good place to start.”

“OK, you work for somebody. You enrolled in school. You met up with Danny, and you told him you were investigating things.”

“That’s right.”

“Danny said he was stealing stuff.”

“Yes, he was,” Nadine said. “We didn’t care about the fraud. We wanted the smugglers.”

Jake sat down and took a drink from his cup. He held it up in front of him. “This is the best basic I’ve ever had. It tastes fruity.”

“It’s got some real fruit juice in it. I hate the reconstituted stuff.”

Jake took a big swallow. “So Danny was a crook.”

“Yes. But small-time. And he messed up.”

“How did he do that?”

“He hired you,” Nadine said.

“What?”

“Yes. Do you remember Alicia?”

Jake had fantasized about her for almost a year. Of course he did. Be cool, Jake.

“Uh, sort of. A little blond girl, right?”

Nadine laughed. “Liar. You stare at her ass all the time when she’s not looking.”

“I do not.”

“You do. I watched. And you stare at my ass when I’m not looking. She told me that.”

Jake opened his mouth to say something but then closed it. He took another big swig of basic instead.

“She’s actually an accountant. She was supposed to get your job. We had it arranged. When it was posted, she was going to go and charm her way in.”

“What went wrong?”

“Mr. Dashi liked you. He called Danny and told him to take you on. Danny agreed, of course; Mr. Dashi was the boss of the station, and he wouldn’t cross him.”

“Mr. Dashi did this?”

“Yes. He liked you a lot. He told Danny we needed to help you out, and he said we should get more smart Belter kids into the school.”

“I never knew.”

“Well, it’s the truth. But I was stymied. I needed somebody on the inside to get the records checked so we could find who was doing the smuggling—but surprise, surprise, you figured it out all by yourself. Smart, Jake.”

“Thanks.” Jake grimaced. “I’m so smart I’m now on a ship going I-don’t-know-where, hunted for murder, and I just got unshackled from my bed.”

“Well, you’re not smart in every way. We got your report off Danny. It showed us the ships you were interested in.”

“How did you get the info from Danny?”

“Blackmail. I told him that he’d have to give me your records or we’d turn him in for the insurance scam. He gave us everything you gave him. It took us a while to check things out, but after we did, we found the smuggling ring. We didn’t break it up, but we watched it and got a person inside. They confirmed that the two containers we are interested in were lifted and are being smuggled out to the rim stations. We even know what station they are going through.”

“OK.”

Nadine paused to take a big swig of the drink in front of her.

“This basic is good. How you can drink the powdered crap I have no idea. Jake, we know where, and we know roughly when. We don’t know who. We don’t know how. That’s you.”

“So, you want me to find this shipment.”

“Yes.”

“And in return you’ll give me that chip?”

“Yes, and send a copy to the militia.”

Jake got up and put his now empty tray in the recycling. “Why not just give me the chip?”

Nadine considered him. “What’s in it for me?”

“That’s the decent thing to do.”

She laughed. “Sorry, Jake. That’s not how I operate. You should have learned that after nearly a year in merchant academy. Quid pro quo, as the old empire types would say. I need your help with the insurance, and this is my insurance, so to speak.”

“What if I refuse?”

Nadine shrugged. “Then you refuse. I know you aren’t a murderer, so we’ll just let you off the ship at our next stop. You’ll have the money you got on your last jobs, your fake ID. I’ll give you five hundred credits for your troubles, and we’ll shake hands and go on our way. What happens between you and the police isn’t any of my business.”

“But I won’t be able to prove I’m innocent without the video?”

Nadine finished her glass of basic and put it down. “Jake, just do this. You’ll catch some crooks, and you’ll clear your name. You can go back to school, get your life back. I’ve got some cash for a reward; this will be your college adventure. Then you can go back to your boring work and your boring life, and everything will be fine.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Think away. We’re on station in twenty-eight hours. There’s a terminal in the NAV suite there—you can look at the records we have. We’ll pass T-7 in a few hours. If you want more records, let me know, and I’ll message for them; they’ll be waiting when we get to our destination or be transferred en-route. If you decide to help, that is. If you don’t decide to help, eat as much as you want. Fill up. Drink the basic dry. We’ll leave you at the station. I’ll even clear you through station security on a five-day crew pass with your other name. After that, you are on your own.”

She got up and racked her cup in the washer. “What do you want, Jake?”

Jake stood up. He winced when he stretched. His chest hurt. What should he do? He wasn’t sure what he wanted, but he didn’t want to keep running.

Slowly, he said, “I want my life back.”

“Good.”

“I’ll do it. I’ll look at the records now.”

“Good.”

“By the way, what station are we going to?”

“Didn’t I tell you? We’re going to TGI Central,” Nadine said. “They’re corporate HQ—and coincidentally, the largest militia base in medium orbit. Just in case you change your mind.”





CHAPTER 24

Standing was painful, so Jake didn’t mind working on a terminal. Nadine had all the records from school and his old job. He wondered how she had gotten them. He went through them carefully: his report to Danny, his notes. There were even a few term papers that he knew had been saved in his work account. She must have stolen his entire account file.

Nadine came in and sat next to him. She tapped the screen, and a display flashed up.

“Here’s a list of almost three hundred ships calling at TGI Central over a twenty-four-hour period, either arriving or leaving. Our cargo is leaving on one of them.”

“How do you know that?” asked Jake.

“We know where it’s coming from, dirtside, and we’ve identified the people involved there. We’re letting them put a container on a shuttle and send it to one of the orbital warehouses. Then it’s leaving. We just don’t know on which ship.”

“Why don’t you stop the shuttle?”

“We need to know the ultimate destination, and only the final ship will have that. That way we can find the officials there who are involved in the smuggling and punish them.”

“Lots of work for smuggling. What are they smuggling?”

Nadine shook her head. “Never mind, Jake.”

“You won’t tell me.”

“No, I won’t. Well, on second thought, why not. It’s machinery. Air processing and ship parts. Very heavy, hard to make, very expensive. Uses some rare earths, and there’s not much of it left in the storehouses. I have a question for you, Jake.”

“Yes?”

“What made you start looking? Why did you even think to look for fraud? People don’t normally look for that.”

“I’ve been around free traders my whole life—loading them, fueling them, fixing them. I guess I have a very good idea of what can come in and out of them, in terms of mass and dimensions, that sort of thing. I’m kind of a crateologist.”

“What’s a crateologist?”

“It an old spy term from back pre-empire. Spies used to watch their enemies loading ships. They could see the size and shape of what was being loaded, but not what was inside, so there were people who deduced what was inside by the shape and dimensions. I do the same thing with the mass. You see the mass profile of a container, and of the ship, and it’s recorded differently on different manifests. Then you compare it to similar profiles.”

Nadine shook her head again. “Jake.”

“Yes?”

“This is why you don’t have a girlfriend. We don’t need the details. Just find the ships that could potentially be a problem.”

Jake tapped a few keys and thought about it. “How far back does your information go?”

“A few months, but we’re certain they have done something shady recently, so you should be able to find them.”

“What if I can’t?”

“No pressure. We’ll just drop you off on the station with some money, and you can go on your way.”

“You said that you would give me a copy of the video?”

“That’s if you find something,” Nadine said.

“That’s it? Only if I find something?”

“Yes, and if you do find something, and we do catch somebody, there is a reward. Twenty-five thousand credits.”

“That’s a lot.” Jake stopped typing.

“It is.” Nadine smiled and touched his arm. “Enough to finish school and buy a corporate place, isn’t it?”

Her hand felt good on his arm. “OK, let me get started.”

“Good. We’ll be in comm range of T-9 in a few hours, and you can send some e-mail requests. We’ll pick up the answers later, but don’t be shy to request what you want. If you can’t figure out how to get the info, ask me and I’ll find somebody who can.”

* * *

Nadine left to plot a course. Jake stayed in the tiny office and started typing on the screen. Even in his current circumstances, he enjoyed working on these theoretical problems. Jake called up a list of freighters sorted by mass and began to examine them. This was the first time in a long time that he really had a couple of days to do something. He wasn’t being chased. He had been caught, really, by some of the people chasing him. If he believed what Nadine had said, he wasn’t going to be turned over to the militia right away. Once he got the video, he’d be clear. And, apparently, he had more friends than he thought. Mr. Dashi had been friendlier than Jake suspected.

But in other ways, things hadn’t worked out well. He wasn’t in school. He didn’t have much money. He had saved a little, and clearly Nadine—or somebody—had pushed on Smiley at the Orange Blossom, because he had received his full pay, including the 50 percent Smiley usually took.

Jake took another swig of basic. He hadn’t been kidding; this was the best basic he had ever had. They drank a powdered on the Rim, but here Nadine had shown him a syrup that was mixed with water. Other than his chest pain, this was the best deal he’d had in a while: his own room, great food, as much as he wanted of it, and a good computer to call his own, at least for a while.

So why was Nadine doing this? Jake didn’t quite believe her story. She still wouldn’t say which corp she was working for. It wasn’t TGI, even though she seemed to have an in with a lot of TGI systems. A TGI analyst could have done this just as easily. He could believe her that it was something to do with the way he saw connections. Even he realized that was unique. But was it that unique? Wouldn’t other corps have had their own systems to find this? What was her motivation to have him help?

Jake realized that his cup of basic was empty, so he went back to pull another one. He might drink them dry after all. He sat down and the table and thought about other people’s motivations. Smiley, for example. He was out for himself, and worked with Jake as long as it was to his benefit. Smiley wanted money. Sapron wanted excitement. Jake smiled at that memory. Mr. Dashi wanted a smoothly running school with no problems—but he wanted to help his students as well. Some people helped others for no good reason. Mr. Dashi had helped him, more than he knew. Bart helped him a lot. Even Nadine was helping him, sort of. Or was she?

Jake remembered a joke he had heard on an old empire video. Two men were talking, and one described a baby bird that had fallen from a nest in the winter. The bird was in danger of freezing or getting eaten by wolves. Jake had never seen personally seen a live bird, or a live wolf, or snow, and for that matter he didn’t think there were any wolves on Delta, but he had seen pictures. A cow came along and shat all over the bird, until it was buried in a pile of shit—but the shit was warm, and it saved the bird from freezing, and it masked the smell of the bird so the wolves wouldn’t find it. The bird was warm and happy, so it started singing. A passing wolf heard the noise, came over to investigate, dug the bird out of the shit, and ate it. “The moral of the story here,” said one man in the film to the other, “is that not everyone who shits on you is trying to hurt you, and not everybody who gets you out of a pile of shit is trying to help you. And if you are warm and happy and in a pile of shit, keep your mouth shut.”

Good advice, thought Jake. Who was on his side, and who wasn’t? He had a few days to find out what he could. And also, he thought as he got up, to eat another tray of food.

* * *

Jake was still typing six hours later when Nadine called from the bridge. “Jake, how are you doing?”

“I’m making progress. I’ve managed to eliminate a whole bunch of ships from the list—either they were traveling empty or came in from a long distance, or had only one transshipment that I could check easily.”

“What do you mean?”

“For example, if they are carrying ore from a Belt station to a smelter, it couldn’t be them. Those containers are auto-unloaded at the smelters, so anything in them would be, well, would be smelted.”

“Good,” Nadine said. “All your e-mail requests went out to my corporate people.”

“When can I expect answers?”

“Quickly.”

“OK. What if they don’t have the info?”

Jake held his breath.

“Then they’ll forward them. They’ll request the info from the appropriate databases.”

Jake thanked her and let his breath out. Hopefully that would be enough.

* * *

As they got closer to medium orbit, the density of stations increased, and the number with high-speed connectivity increased as well. Jake now had almost continuous connectivity. Nadine seemed to have an unlimited budget for comm requests, so Jake piled them on, asking for more and more records, and more specific items. He wrote lengthy and elaborate e-mails, and even suggested queries to be sent and who to send them to. Jake tracked the requests closely, and watched the speed and details of the responses.

They were less than an hour out from TGI Main when Nadine commed Jake. “How do we look?”

Jake looked up at the video screen where her face showed and said, “There are three ships that match my profile for suspicious activity. Issues with mass, transshipments, et cetera.”

“Good.”

“But I haven’t been able to eliminate one about fifteen percent of the ships one way or another.”

“How come?”

“They are big corporate ships. Fat traders. Hundreds of containers, dozens of ports.”

“I wouldn’t concern yourself with them too much,” Nadine said. “Big, close system ships are pretty unlikely.”

“No, that’s why I wasn’t pushing on them. You think it’s a free trader or a small corporate ship?”

“Never mind what I think. Just send me the list.”

“Nope.” Jake sat back and crossed his arms.

“What?”

“Nope. No list.”

“Jake, you need to give it to me if you want this video.”

Jake nodded. “I understand. But I need to get off this ship. I want guarantees. I want a copy of the video. I don’t trust you, Nadine.”

“Why not? What have I ever done to you?”

Jake looked at the camera and started to tick off on his fingers.

“Well, the marooning. Then you shot me. And kidnapped me. And forced me to work for you.”

On screen Nadine laughed. “But other than that, Jake, what have I ever done to you?”

“Nadine, there are three ships. I even have an idea what containers to look at on those ships. Here’s what we’ll do. You’ll give me a chip with that video on it. That goes in my pocket. Then we go visit the ships. We look in a few containers. I can check the records to see if there is a problem. You find your missing shipment, I get my copy of the video.”

“Uh huh. Jake, how are you going to look at the cargo on these ships?”

“I, uh, I don’t know.” Jake hadn’t thought of that. Before, on his job, he had just sent e-mails. He didn’t know how to check the containers physically. The ship owners wouldn’t like that.

“Good thing I’m here,” Nadine said. “I’ve got you covered. I can get us in to see the containers.”

“Fine. But I still want my video.”

“And your money? Your reward?”

Jake gritted his teeth and let off the comm button. He needed money, but he needed to get his life back as well. He pushed the comm button again.

“I don’t want the money. I just want to get this over with.”

“Fine. Right at docking, I’ll give you a copy of the chip with the video.”

Jake nodded. “I want to look at it.”

“I’ll give you a scanner at the dock. You can look at it.”

“Fine. I’ll give you the list of the three ships then. We can go together. Once we’ve looked at all three, I can go.” Jake had a thought. “Nadine, how do you know I won’t just make up the names of the ships, or pick three random ones?”

“I know you, Jake.” Nadine smiled. “Honest to a fault. You don’t lie well. With a task like this, you’ll complete it even if it kills you. You can’t do it any other way.” The screen blanked.

* * *

The docking station was chaos. As an unscheduled free trader arriving with no notice, they had to wait for a docking slot. It was going to be several hours before one opened. Jake started sweating. He was on a schedule.

He went up to the bridge. Nadine was typing, and heavy number two was sitting there stolidly.

“Nadine, how long till we can do this?”

“We’ll need a docking slot first.”

“Nadine, some of these ships are loading. We need to get there now before they leave.”

Nadine stopped typing. “You didn’t say that. Jerk. How long do we have?”

Jake looked at the time. “We need to be docked and going within a half-hour.”

Nadine cursed. “Out of the bridge. I need to make a radio call.” She pointed out the door. Heavy number two got up and stared at Jake, who stepped back to his cabin—or at least the cabin he had woken up in, chained to the bed. He thought of it as his. They started moving a few minutes later.

From this point on, the docking was routine. Nadine, the two heavies, and Jake exited the ship. There was a loud argument going on at the side of the dock. Three crew members and a shipping company representative were yelling at a dock official.

“Not my problem, boys,” said the bored dockworker. “Find another way to get to your ship. Hire a shuttle.”

“But it was supposed to be here for another six hours,” a crewman whined.

“No idea. Central moved them off. Put these guys in their place.”

The crewmen looked over at Jake’s party as they walked by.

“Why are you so special?” one called.

“They liked our personality better than yours,” said Nadine, shrugging. “Don’t know; we asked for clearance an hour out, they gave us this slot number, and it was clear when we got here. Must be some sort of glitch on central’s side.”

That didn’t mollify the crew, who turned back to continue arguing with the dock official.

Nadine led them to the customs and excise desk and handed over four official-looking ID chips.

Jake stopped cold. He had completely forgotten that he was a wanted man. And TGI Central would have a note of all the militia warrants. And there was a militia base here.

“Nadine.”

“Yes, Jake?”

Jake jerked his head toward the customs official, who had popped the chips into his reader.

Nadine shook her head and narrowed her eyes in warning, and then turned away.

“All looks good. Just fingerprints and you are on your way,” the customs official said, handing the chips back to Nadine.

She thumbed the reader and turned to walk away. The heavies complied and followed her.

Jake was stuck. He looked at the customs official and then at Nadine, who was walking away.

“Is everything all right, Mr. Stewart?” the customs official asked.

“What?” asked Jake.

“Are you OK, sir?” The official looked closely at Jake.

Nadine reappeared at Jake’s side. “He’s not,” she said. “He banged his head on a hatch. We’re going to the clinic to get him checked out. He’s a little dizzy. Jake, thumb your way in, and we’ll get your head seen to.”

Jake looked at Nadine. She nodded once, slowly. He stared at her and then thumbed the ID pad. He stood still. To have come this far, and get caught now…

Bong. The screen flashed green. “All good. Thank you, Mr. Stewart. Clinic’s on three ring, D corridor. Good luck.”

Jake turned away. “Thank you.” He walked along with Nadine.

* * *

Nobody said anything until they were around the corner. Jake let out a breath. Nadine rounded on him.

“We had two days to sort this out. You think we wouldn’t have an ID ready for you?”

“I didn’t know you could do that,” Jake said. “I didn’t know that there would be a customs check.”

“Haven’t you ever had a customs check before?”

“No. We don’t do them in the Belt.”

“Well, welcome to civilization.”

“How come I’m not in jail? There is a warrant out for me. I used my real name.”

“There is a warrant out for Jake Stewart, academy student. But this is a big system. There are other Jake Stewarts. And Jake Stewart, free trader with a different birth date, is a totally different person. “

“But what about my fingerprints?”

“What about them? They match your ID chip. The way the scanners work is they first check if you match your ID cert. Then they check if the cert is valid, and then they cross-reference for issues relating to that cert.”

“Oh.”

“So as long as this cert isn’t revoked, you are free and clear.”

“What if they do revoke it?”

“Then the scanners will fall back to doing a fingerprint match. That will take way longer. Minutes if they have planetary connections. Hours if they don’t. They might not let you on the station. And it only works if they can connect to the planetary database. But eventually it will produce Jake Stewart, student and accused murderer.”

“Oh.”

“You say that a lot.”

“You aren’t the first person to mention that.”

“Well, take this, as a gesture of goodwill.” She handed him the ID chip. “Keep it, Mr. Jake Stewart, free trader. And you wanted to see this.” She held up a pad. Plugged into it was another chip. She ran the video. “Time slice forty-six minutes in. It’s a little gruesome.”

Jake took the pad from her. It wasn’t the best video, but it was clear enough. He could clearly see Danny’s face: he was sitting on the bed, arguing with a person whose back was to the camera. Jake couldn’t see the person’s face, but even a cursory glance showed that the murderer was taller and thinner than Jake. And blond. Jake thought he was familiar but wasn’t sure in what way. Danny turned away, clearly angry, and began to fumble in a drawer. Without missing a beat, the unknown assailant jabbed a large knife into Danny’s back.

Danny rolled back toward the camera, clearly in pain, and began to mouth something. He was scrabbling behind himself, trying to reach the knife. The assailant pushed him backward onto his bed and held him there while his struggling slowly ceased. Once it was clear that Danny was dead, he reached forward into the drawer and shoveled a couple of chips out.

Jake stopped the video—he was almost crying. Poor Danny. He was a dick, but he didn’t deserve this. Nobody did.

“Satisfied?” asked Nadine.

“Yes,” said Jake.

“It’s a dirty business. Somebody needs to be punished for it.” She took the pad from Jake, but he kept the chip. “Well?”

Jake said, “The three ships are all TGI, and they all leave within two hours. Can you get us into TGI ships’ containers?”

“No problem. I’m a customs inspector.”

“Really?”

“No, you idiot. But I have ID that says I am. Can you tell us which containers to open, on which ships?”

Jake named three ships and added, “We can start at the nearest one; it’s close to this docking slot.”

They trooped off into the station.





CHAPTER 25

TGI Central was massive. Jake had never been on such a big station. Most space stations had two or three cylinders rotating around a central spindle, with one or two trusses per cylinder. TGI Central had at least twelve rotating cylinders and hundreds of trusses. Some were attached to the rotating habitat cylinders.

“Where to?” asked Nadine.

“First two are Pride of Ceres and Castle Starward. Both are docked in D cylinder.”

“Right, we’re in F cylinder. Up we go.”

The four of them—Jake, Nadine, and the two goons—hurried toward the nearest elevator shafts. Nadine moved into the coreward shaft and began the climb up toward the core.

Jake followed right behind her. He looked up. She did have a great ass, but he kept the thought to himself and kept climbing. He was hampered somewhat by being in his Belter suit, but Nadine had insisted they all be space ready, so the four of them were in various types of skin suits. The goon following Jake was in a regular suit, but the one bringing up the rear was in a half-hard suit, like Jake.

The gravity diminished as they reached the core. They floated along the core shaft past E ring and found the down shafts for D ring. Jake consulted his notes, and they chose shaft three and began to pull themselves down. Partway down, they shifted direction so they were climbing down again. Jake missed his view of Nadine’s ass. They arrived on the bottom of the shaft at the cargo-processing area. This corridor stretched the entire circumference of the station, broken only by airtight bulkheads. Jake found the necessary berth quickly.

Pride of Ceres was a far trader, almost identical to the one that Nadine had piloted there. Unlike the rim traders Jake was used to, the containers were carried inside the ship, in a pressurized cargo bay, not attached externally to a truss system. The crew was in the process of shifting containers through the ship’s side hatch when they arrived.

Nadine strode right into the middle of the group clustered around the cargo container. “Who’s in charge here?”

“Who’s asking?” asked a tall, skinny man who had been waving a pad at one of the workers. He was bald, about fifty, and had a disgruntled expression. He wore a blue coverall with some sort of crest on the breast pocket.

“TGI customs. We’re looking for Captain LaPlance,” Nadine said. She looked down at the screen on her pad. “That would be you, I think, according to this picture. We need to see inside this container, right now.”

“Why?” the captain asked. “You have no right. We’re loading up right now, and we’re already cleared.”

He frowned at her. Several of the crew looked at each other. One began to sidle toward the ship.

“Stay where you are,” said Nadine. She produced a small pistol from her pocket.

Jake had never seen a pistol like it. It had a large, square, metal block on the back, and what looked like a miniature power pack. There was no barrel, but rather two long metal studs stuck forward.

“Hands up, everybody. Nobody move.” Nadine looked back at goon number two.

He reached over his shoulder and pulled a shotgun from a concealed holster on his back. He clicked a button loudly and pointe the weapon at the captain and the crew. Everybody froze and raised their hands.

“Jake, check the stats. Demetrios, help him.”

Jake edged toward the container, careful not to get in front of Nadine, and compared the number. It was the right one. Jake pressed a button that would show the mass.

“Too much mass,” he said. “This is one of them, Nadine. Something funny here.”

“Demetrios, open it up.”

Demetrios stepped to the end of the container and clanked the locking lever open. There was no lock on it. The doors swung open and revealed boxes.

“What’s supposed to be in there?” Nadine asked Jake.

“Air filters. Ten-kg boxes, ninety-six of them. About one ton. Mass is five times that.”

“Demetrios, pull one out and open it up.”

Demetrios dragged a box out of the stack. He had to grunt to pull it out, and he staggered under the weight. It was too much for him to support, and he jumped back as the box crashed to the deck. It split open, and metal trays spilled onto the deck.

Jake walked over and grabbed a tray. It was covered with thin foil on the top, and the foil had broken open. A reddish substance was leaking out. Jake stuck his finger in it and brought it up to his mouth.

“Apples,” he said to Nadine.

Nadine stared at him for a moment, then put the pistol back in her pocket. She turned to the captain. He still had his hands up.

“Food? You’re smuggling food?”

The captain kept his hands up and snarled at her. “You low-orbit types charge a fortune for transshipping it. Starving the rim. We pay you ten times the cost of transport to get it out to us.”

She shook her head. “Could be true, I suppose.” She turned back to the first goon. “Put the gun away.” She turned back to the captain and crew. “Everybody, put your hands down.” Everybody did. She turned to the captain.

“Captain LaPlance, we’re involved in a time-sensitive investigation. I should report you for this, but I don’t have time to process you for arrest. I’m going back to my office to file my report. In an hour. If you’re gone by then and out of recall range of our cutters, I don’t imagine we’ll go after you. This isn’t a militia-level offense, so if you never come back to a TGI station, we’ll never be able to bother you. Or you can stay here and argue. Your choice. Jake, what direction from here—spin or antispin?”

Jake pointed spinward. Nadine started off. The captain and crew stood around, bemused. Jake ran up to be by Nadine.

“Nadine, isn’t this what you were looking for?”

“We’re not looking for food, Jake. We’re looking for machinery.”

“Did you mean that, about giving them an hour and then reporting them?”

“No. I don’t care about food. I’m not going to report them at all. They can go. This is not my problem.”

“Oh. What type of gun was that?”

“Gauss pistol.”

“What’s that?”

“Old-empire tech. Uses electromagnets to fire metal needles at very high speed. Very small, very light, very deadly. Safe to use in a ship—won’t penetrate metal.”

“Where did you get that?”

“Jake, shut up. We’re on a schedule.”

They traversed the D ring toward Castle Starward. This was a rim ship of the type Jake was more familiar with: engines and crew quarters on the back, bridge and comm on the front, and a large truss system in the middle for external attachment of containers. A single crewman stood by the hatch, in a Belt-style half-hard suit. He was leaning against the wall, staring out the viewport.

“Castle Starward?” Nadine asked the crewman.

He didn’t turn around. “Yeah?”

“TGI audit. We need to open your containers, search for contraband. This won’t take long.” Nadine’s hand hovered near her pocket.

The spaceman turned around and shrugged. “Go ahead. We’re hours behind schedule. One more thing won’t matter. They’re all screwed up out there; they jammed the chains. Dammed idiots. Told them it wouldn’t last another docking, and that was about three weeks ago. They’ll have to fix it to tow these out there, and who knows how long it will take. Containers are over there.” He pointed. “Go ahead.”

Nadine took her hand away from her pocket and nodded to Jake. He walked to the first container. It was a bare metal container without life support, heating, or electronics—basically a big metal box. He opened the door and looked inside. Two metal trusses filled the interior. He looked back at the crewman.

“You have four containers with one truss each, right?”

The crewman was still looking out the viewport. “Dammed idiots—they just broke the brake off with that crowbar.” He turned to Jake. “What? No two containers with two trusses.”

“You sure?” Jake asked.

“You see four containers here? We dumped two empty ones before coming here.”

He gestured, and Jake realized there were only two containers in the bay. He opened the second one, and it held two trusses as well. Jake looked at Nadine. “Paperwork foul-up.”

Nadine nodded. “Thanks for your time,” she said to the crewman. He didn’t bother to respond. He was looking out the port and laughing.

“Where next, Jake?”

“C ring.”

They set off.





CHAPTER 26

The climbed back down, and then back up to C ring. Nadine consulted with Jake, and they located the correct berth and clambered down the ladders toward it.

“What’s the name of this last ship?” Nadine asked.

“Señor Leon Alvarez.”

“That sounds familiar,” Nadine said. “Is it a free trader?”

“It’s a trading company, but under contract to TGI.”

“Still sounds familiar, I’m not sure why. Let’s go there and see to it.”

“What if it’s not the one you are looking for? Are you still going to give the militia a copy of that video?”

Nadine stopped and turned to Jake. “Well, Jake, we had a deal, but you modified it a bit. That was your decision, so I think I’ll leave you with your copy of the video—and that’s all you get.”

“I did my best! Both of those ships were smuggling. Sort of. If you had told me exactly what I was looking for, I would have been closer.”

“I didn’t tell you because it was none of your business. Oh, don’t worry, Jake. If this third one is smuggling something, you’re free to go. I told you to find us smugglers, and you did. You can take your copy of the video and go.”

“Thanks, Nadine.”

“I’m sorry that there was so much trouble, but I couldn’t let you go free right away. We needed time. You are a good guy, Jake, and we used you a bit.”

“A bit? A lot. You got me accused of murder, ruined my education, had me arrested and beaten up, marooned, kidnapped.”

Nadine smiled. “Yeah, I did all that. But it was to help you. It made you a better person, didn’t it?”

“A better person?”

“Sure. Before you were quiet, boring. Now, you are way more confident than you were in class. You talk back. You argue. You don’t get pushed around as much. You blackmailed me into doing things for you. Me, the one who got you accused of murder—you pushed me around.”

“I guess I did, but why shouldn’t I have? Who’s looking out for me? Not you.”

“Nope; I have other responsibilities. But listen to yourself. You’re your own man now, aren’t you? You aren’t afraid of me anymore.” Nadine gave him her most winning smile.

“I’ve never been afraid of you, Nadine.”

“Liar.” She stopped and turned toward him. “You slept with that girl, didn’t you? That little chit on Transfer-3.”

“Sapron? That’s none of your business.”

“I know you did. You used to blush every time you talked to me or Alicia. And stammer. You haven’t stammered at all since I’ve seen you this time.”

“I don’t see why I should.” Jake said, indignantly.

“See? Listen to yourself.”

Nadine stopped and checked her pad. “OK, around this corner—everybody ready?”

The goons chimed in their assent. Nadine leaned over and spoke to Demetrios. Jake looked at his watch. Right on time.

“I’m ready,” Jake said.

“Let’s go, then.”

They rounded the station corridor to the next docking bay, where a display board on the ship docked there said Señor Leon Alvarez. Four containers were in the docking bay, one of which was open. It was loaded with rectangular crates.

A man and a woman stood next to a single opened crate, peering inside. Nadine strode into the middle of the group.

“TGI audit team. Everybody freeze,” she said.

The two figures looked up, but nobody froze. Instead, Jake felt cold metal touch his head as voice said, “No, you freeze. And put your hands up.”

Jake put up his hands and looked around. A female crewman had appeared from behind a container and was holding a shotgun to his head. Another was in front of him with a gun pointed at Nadine. He heard a third voice behind him tell a goon to hold steady. The two figures in front of him stood up straight and looked at him.

The man was Bart.

“Right on time, Jake—punctual as always. Hello, Nadine. Long time no see. I didn’t realize you were TGI internal security.”

Nadine sounded cool. “It’s supposed to be a secret. How did you get here?”

“Your secrecy backfired. Jake called me.”

“Jake?” Nadine swiveled her head toward Jake. “Jake, you called him? Why? How? When?”

“That’s a lot of questions,” Bart said. “Jake might answer some of them, but you do have to put your hands up, Nadine, before you get hurt.”

Nadine put her hands up, but she kept looking at Jake. “You called him? “

Jake felt a surge of relaxation run through him. Bart was here, and Bart would figure things out. Bart always figured things out. He smiled at his friend before he turned towards Nadine. “Not exactly, I sent a few e-mails to an account that Bart and I had shared. They were mostly ship queries, so you let them through. But Bart knows my style. I asked questions about this ship, cargo, what have you. I just kept repeating the docking bay and the time. I figured he’d figure it out and come help me.”

“I did figure it out, Jake. That’s good.” He addressed the crewman with the gun to Jake’s head. “Jo, Jake will be OK. Cover the other one.” The shotgun was removed from Jake’s head and swiveled toward goon number two.

“But Jake, why him? Why betray us like this? After all we’ve done for you.”

Jake was puzzled. “Betray you? Nadine, first, I don’t think we were every really on the same side, so there really isn’t an ‘us’ here. Second, you can still do what you need to do. I’m going to go away with Bart. He and I will head back to school and he’ll help me sort out this murder thing. As soon as we’re gone you can search this ship, or impound it, or paint it blue. Whatever you want. Bart and I are leaving you alone.” Jake turned to Bart. “Thanks buddy. Let’s get out of here.”

“Oh, my young Belter friend. If only it were that simple,” said Bart.

“How so?” Jake asked.

“Well, for starters,” said Nadine. “Bart’s the owner of this ship.”

Jake looked at Bart in surprise.

“Family ship, actually, but I’m the family representative here,” Bart said.

“Jake, did you watch any more of that video that I gave you?” This was Nadine again.

“No, I didn’t. You didn’t really give me enough time.”

“Yeah, Jake, about that…She can prove that you didn’t kill Danny, right?” Bart asked.

“Yes, she has a video. Hey, how do you know that?”

“I’m going to ask you the same question she did. Did you watch it?”

“Not all of it. Just enough to see the guy who killed Danny. He was taller than me, and blond, about your height, in fact. And his hair was blond like you. Oh no.”

Bart nodded. “Sorry, buddy. I thought you knew. I killed Danny.”





CHAPTER 27

Jake stood in the middle of the cargo deck, his jaw hanging loose. Nadine was in front of him with a crew member pointing a shotgun at her head. The goons were behind him somewhere, with another shotgun pointed at their heads. Bart and the mystery girl were in front of him, standing by the crate. Bart had a pad in his hand.

“I went to see Danny about some financial matters. He said he was going to turn us in. Both of us. There was nothing else I could do.”

“But killing him? Why? Turn us in for what?”

“Smuggling,” said Nadine. “Bart is the smuggler. He’s the one who organized this insurance fraud. Not totally by himself, but he made most of it work.”

“That doesn’t make sense. Why would Bart smuggle? He’s rich,” Jake said.

“No, he’s not. His older brother and sister get most of the money. Bart won’t inherit anything, except his allowance. He isn’t nearly as rich as he sounds.”

“Bart? Is this true?”

“Well, I may have exaggerated how much allowance I get from time to time, but that was mostly to gain the admiration of the more impressionable young ladies. Can you blame me for that?”

“Jake, don’t believe him; he owes tons of money to loan sharks. He kept borrowing, until he was hugely in debt. Hundreds of thousands of credits.”

“That’s stupid, Nadine. If he borrowed that much money, what did he spend it on? He always has money in his pocket, and he has lots of nice clothes, but even a poor, stupid Belter boy knows that he can’t spend that much money on clothes, unless he bought a private yacht. Bart, what type of yacht did you buy? Can I drive it?”

“Gambling,” Nadine said. “Jake, Bart isn’t just a rich spoiled brat. He’s a stupid, rich, unlucky spoiled brat. He lost thousands gambling. They were after him to pay up. He needed the money.”

Jake looked at Bart. “He gambled all the time. I know that.” He looked back at Nadine. “Are you saying he lost?”

“He pretended to win. He wasn’t good at it. He kept losing. Remember when he got that black eye and was hanging out in his cabin for a week? That was from the loan sharks. They wanted to send him a message: pay up, and soon.”

Jake furrowed his brow and looked at Bart. He did remember that. Bart wouldn’t leave his cabin, and said he fell. He looked questioningly at Bart.

Bart spread out his hands and shrugged. “Oops. Sorry.” He smiled at Jake. “But Jake, buddy, that didn’t have anything to do with you; those guys never tried to hurt you.”

“You’re the cause of him being here, Bart,” said Nadine. “If you hadn’t set up that stupid smuggling scheme, Jake wouldn’t have found it. And if Jake hadn’t found it out and reported to Danny, you wouldn’t have been exposed. And if you hadn’t been exposed, then Danny wouldn’t have been killed. And Jake wouldn’t have been blamed.”

“She sort of has a point there, Bart,” Jake admitted.

Bart didn’t look at Jake. “Here’s what I see,” Bart said, staring at Nadine. “I see that TGI offered a poor rim kid a scholarship to their academy, knowing full well that he couldn’t afford to come coreward and go to school for a year. And then this smart kid figures out a way to come in, actually shows up, and does a great job learning all the info, showing up all the TGI corporate types. So what do they do? They set him up. They haul him in and tell him he owes them ten thousand credits before he graduates—too bad, so sad, guess you’ll have to go home. Nobody else there owes the money, just the rim kid. But hey, aren’t we great for offering these underprivileged Belters this opportunity? Too bad if they can’t take advantage of it.”

Bart put the pad in his pocket and walked towards Nadine. He crossed his arms and stared at her. “And the only person—the only person—who actually went out of their way to help him was me. Me. I helped him get those term-paper clients. I helped him figure out how he’d pay for his place. I checked the rules to make sure they couldn’t just toss him out. I talked to lawyers, I talked to accountants. I was his best friend there—I looked out for him. You didn’t do anything for him.”

“That’s not true,” Nadine said. “He had a scholarship, and Mr. Dashi figured out a way for him to make the money he needed with a part-time job.”

“That wasn’t Mr. Dashi, that was me. I went in to talk to him. I convinced him to get Jake that job. He said it was reserved for some corporate type, but I talked him around.”

Jake’s head had been swinging back and forth. “Nadine, you said Alicia was supposed to get my job, but Mr. Dashi put me in her place.”

“Alicia? The hot little blond chick?” Bart asked.

Nadine glared at him. “She was an accountant. She was going to catch your smuggling scheme.”

“Really? Wow. Bright and beautiful,” Bart said sarcastically. “And I’m taking exception to calling this a smuggling scheme. That’s an ugly word. Jake, who owns this ship here?”

“Huh?” said Jake.

“This ship—guess who owns it.”

“Your family.”

“Exactly. And Jake, I never did any of those insurance fraud things. That was the captains and the crews of the other ships.”

“True,” said Jake. He looked at Nadine.

“Jake, he killed Danny,” Nadine said.

“About that,” said Bart, and coughed, embarrassed.

Jake turned toward him.

“I didn’t go to the authorities and claim that it was you who killed him, Jake. That was Nadine. She set you up, and she gave you very, very bad advice. She had you on the run for weeks—you know that’s not my style. I would have set you up with the family lawyer, and we would have argued about it.” Bart turned and began pacing back and forth.

“Danny was a crook; he had his own smuggling scheme. He was blackmailing me with the threat that he would drag you into it—claim it was your idea and get you kicked out. Jake, you’ve been a great friend to me. I wouldn’t have passed the classes if you hadn’t helped me. I know this. I couldn’t let him blow up your future. He threatened us both, the little punk.” Bart stopped and kicked a crate. He shook his foot like it hurt, then continued walking. “I got rid of him for you. If Miss Nadine hadn’t got hold of you, you would have been fine. No problems at work. No proof you killed him, because you didn’t kill him. You would have been interviewed, released, and free to finish your classes and go on to a ship.”

Bart paused for breath.

“But that’s not what happened, is it? TGI got in the way again. Their spy here”—he pointed at Nadine—”she used you. She blamed you because it was easy, and she already knew the truth. Jake, you can’t trust these TGI guys. They screwed you every time. They screwed you on the scholarship, they screwed you in your job, they set you up as the fall guy, and when there was a murder, not even related to you, they blamed it on you, because it was convenient.”

“Jake, that’s not true,” Nadine protested. “TGI has been good to you. We helped you out with the scholarship.”

“Not true, Nadine. Jake told me the story, how TGI screwed his station over with that wreck, and screwed them over again with their bank. Tell her about it, Jake. Tell her about your dad.”

“What about your dad? What are we talking about?” Nadine asked.

“That’s why I have my scholarship,” Jake said. “My dad was killed helping rescue a TGI ship. It had a drive-control failure near our station. A group from the station boarded it and helped tow it back.”

“So? What does that have to do with you killing Danny, Bart?”

“TGI ripped the families off,” Bart said. “Jake’s dad and another man died in the rescue. They took a chance catching the ship as it sped by—they figured they would get salvage rights on the ship, worth millions. Instead, TGI said that they promised them a reward if they didn’t take salvage rights. They only gave the station twenty-five thousand credits. Oh, and Jake got a scholarship. Which they didn’t expect him to use.”

“That’s kind of true,” said Jake. “But Bart, what the heck are you doing here, if not to help me get out of here?”

“I needed to fix up this final shipment. I’ve been in a business deal with…” He looked at the girl next to him. “What is your name?”

“You can call me Marianne,” said the dark-haired girl.

“No, your real name.”

“We don’t have time for this,” she said. “We have a ship to load, and then we have to get out of here.”

“I need my money first.”

“We need to inspect the goods, and then you get half on loading and half on delivery. And what are you going to do about your friends here?”

“They’re not my friends,” Bart said. “Except for Jake. He can come with me. The others, you take them.”

“And do what with them?” Marianne asked.

“Whatever you want. Dump them out an airlock, whatever.” Bart shrugged.

“Dump TGI agents out an airlock? That won’t work. TGI will hunt us down forever.”

“Bart? What the hell?” Jake broke in. “You can’t kill the police. Or TGI security.”

“What makes you think they are TGI security?” Bart asked.

“Nadine told me,” Jake said.

“Did she? She keeps talking about TGI, and ‘us,’ and how ‘we’ helped you. Did she really say that she was a TGI agent? Did she show you any ID?”

“No…” Jake stopped and looked at Nadine. She still had her hands up, and she was glowering at Bart. Now she turned and glowered at Jake instead.

“You said that it didn’t matter who your boss was, and what you were looking for,” Jake said. “I thought you were TGI security. But why are we sneaking around on a TGI station? Why did we need to come here to inspect the cargo? Why didn’t you just call it in and have the local security check it? And come to think of it, I’ve never heard of TGI customs. There are militia customs, but that’s done by the militia. And you didn’t care about that other smuggler smuggling food; you just wanted this smuggled shipment.”

“Jake, my young friend, I think you are discovering that life can be way more complicated than it seems. And you have to stop believing everything that everybody tells you,” said Bart. “So what do you think is going on?”

Jake stared at the ground for a moment. Did he have it wrong? Had he screwed up again. He looked up at Nadine. “You’re not the militia. You would have charged me with the murder, or seen the video and let me go. You are not TGI security, or I’d be in a brig right now, and Alicia would have had my job, and I never would have found this for you. You’re not here to stop smuggling. You’re here to steal this shipment, whatever it is, and put it on your ship.”

Nadine just shrugged and gave Jake that thousand-watt smile. “Well, I never told you any direct lies, Jake. I just let you believe what you wanted.”

Jake turned to Bart. “But Bart, your story has holes in it too. Your family is in trouble, financially. Hence the money problems. But Nadine’s wrong about one thing. I watched your bets, and I knew who you bet on. You were winning. You won a lot. But you didn’t win hundreds of thousands, and you did get beat up by somebody for nothing. You must have borrowed more money, because you needed to buy something. Something very expensive. You didn’t really care if you passed or failed the classes, but you needed to be in that merchant academy for some reason. Maybe to track something. And that’s why you talked me into taking that job. Because you wanted an inside man to give you access to TGI shipping logs.”

“Jake, you are a smart man. That’s true. You were our inside guy, helped me track a few things. You helped me out, I helped you out. “

Jake turned to the dark-haired girl with the shotgun. “And you, Marianne, you are here to buy this shipment.”

“Yes, and I want to get this over with in a hurry,” she said. “Why are we having this conversation with you?”

“Jake is our conscience,” said Nadine.

“And Marianne. That’s a famous name. Old empire. She was the leader of a revolution on Earth, correct?” Jake asked.

“Not quite, but close enough. You know your history.”

“This has something to do with a revolution. Bart—what’s in the boxes?”

“See for yourself, Jake. Here.” Bart lightly tossed him an electronic key. “Open one up.” He pointed at the boxes at his feet.

Jake walked over very slowly. He put the key to the box, and it asked for a code. Jake thought for a moment, shielded his fingers, and typed in a six-digit code. It beeped green.

“You know his codes?” Nadine and Marianne blurted out together.

Jake shook his head and fussed with the locking catches. “No, I just know Bart. I figured it out.”

Bar was smiling and looking proud, like his favorite son had just received an award on stage. “Go ahead, Jake. Open it up.”

Jake popped the top and peered inside. He nodded to himself and reached down, pulling out one of the contents.

A gun. Lots of guns.





CHAPTER 28

“Militia-model anti-boarding Gauss shotgun,” said Bart, pulling one out and hefting it. “Old-empire Gauss gun technology that’s very rare and hard to get. Three types of loads—antipersonnel, several hundred steel pellets. Very dangerous against anybody not in at least a semihard suit. The second load is ten heavier slugs, suitable against hard suits. They won’t penetrate, but the kinetic energy should generate a hard kick, enough to put you out of the fight. Those rounds are frangible—they explode on contact into dust, basically—so they won’t go through viewports or damage electronics or life-support components. That third magazine—that’s the single slug—single steel slug for blowing out locks, panels, whatever. Won’t pierce a hull, but will break a door open.” Bart sounded like a salesman making a presentation.

Jake hefted the weapon in his hand. “It’s light.”

“Yes,” said Bart. “The ammo is separate. That’s the power supply in back. It’s rechargeable, so as long as you have electricity from a fusion plant, you can keep them recharging. The ammunition is just steel cut a certain way. There’s a machine tool in here that allows you to cut steel blanks to the correct proportions and load them into the magazines. Those there, on the hilt, those are the loading magnets—they pull the slug from the magazine. Then you energize here, and it fires like a rail gun. Those magnets in the front propel the slugs along those rails, really fast. They are moving transonic by the time they leave the barrel. Almost no recoil. Great for defending yourself against pirates.” He pressed a button, and the shotgun began to hum.

Marine jumped in. “Or for stopping corporate goons from seizing your station, or your goods, as they have often done. We will be free from these people, one way or another,” she said. “But that is not important. We need to load up now. There are four containers. Here is the payment code, as expected.” She handed a chip to Bart.

Bart bent over and pulled a silver attaché case from the floor and opened it up. Jake recognized it as a portable banking computer. It had its own internal transmitter and was used to authenticate payment chips. Bart looked at the screen and smiled and then nodded to Marianne.

“Bon. We will load now,” she said and began issuing instructions to her crew in French, which Jake understood poorly, but her people moved rapidly enough.

“Allez, allez,” said one crewman, moving Nadine and the two goons over to the side and covering them with a regular shotgun. The other crewman stepped back so that she was close to the airlock, but still could easily point her shotgun at the other three. Her two crewmates slid the two closed containers over to the cargo lock using the floor rollers and began sliding them into the lock.

Marianne turned toward Nadine. “I have no quarrel with you. If you don’t interfere with us, we will let you go. I’m not concerned about witnesses. These items will be missed soon enough, and it is to our benefit if certain people know we have them. I am turning you over to Mr. Sanchez here. Once we have our goods, we will leave, and you are his responsibility.”

Marianne moved into the lock and began supervising the loading of the containers. The lock door clanged shut behind her. Jake could see through the port into the lock. They had opened the outer doors and were sliding the containers along to their ship. The crew seemed practiced at the maneuver. They attached cargo chains to the first container and were reeling it on board the ship to the container slot.

Jake turned back toward Bart, who was nonchalantly swinging the payment case in his right hand and cradling a shotgun in his left. He strode toward Nadine and company.

“Well, what are we going to do with the you three?” he asked.

“And Jake. Don’t forget Jake. What are you going to do with him?” Nadine asked.

Bart laughed. “Jake is my buddy. He’s with me. There is another family ship leaving soon; he can come with me. Unlike you, I haven’t been systematically lying to him from day one. I always told him what was what. I was always there for him.”

“But at what cost?” Nadine asked.

“Well, I didn’t set him up for murder, that’s for sure.”

Jake cleared his throat. “Bart. About that. I’ve been thinking.”

Bart turned slightly toward Jake.

“Do you remember trying to teach me poker?” Jake asked.

“Yes. You were horrible. You lost all your money. You could never bluff at all.”

“Yes, I never learned to bluff. And I did lose all my money. And I never played again. But I do remember one thing that you taught me.”

“What’s that, Jake?”

“You told me that if I was ever at a poker game and if, after an hour, I couldn’t identify the sucker at the table, the sucker was me.”

“What do you mean?”

“You murdered Danny. But that wasn’t all. Me getting set up for it was part of the plan. Danny didn’t change those invoices or e-mails in the computer. You did. You talked to him and helped him set things up, then came back later and killed him. You made sure that everything would point to me, and you made sure that I was back in my room, away from witnesses. I was always going to be the fall guy. I’m just lucky that Nadine got a copy of that video showing you killing Danny, otherwise the whole thing would have been on me. You would have concocted some story about me putting you up to it, or something like that.”

Bart had turned toward him. “Would I do something like that to you, buddy? I’ve been your friend since day one. I’m the one who helped you out. Always.”

“You did, when it meant benefits for you.”

Bart slowly bent down and put the attaché case on the floor, but he continued looking at Jake. Nadine stirred, but Bart swung the shotgun back toward her quickly. She froze again. He turned back to Jake.

“Jake, you’re just a kid from the rim. What do you know about this sort of thing?”

“I know you murdered Danny. I know you set me up for it. I know your plan was for me to take the fall—the rim boy who was stealing money—and you, the rich kid who could do no wrong, would get away with selling weapons to who knows where. But you knew all that. And even figuring that out doesn’t help me.” Jake depressed a button, and his shotgun started humming.

“No?” Bart asked. His shotgun twitched up. It wasn’t pointing at Jake, quite, but it could, very quickly. Jake shifted so that he faced Bart directly, but he didn’t move his shotgun, which was resting on his hip, pointing ninety degrees away from Bart.

Bart started to bring his barrel up but shopped when he realized Jake’s gun was nowhere near where it would threaten him.

“No. But being a rim kid, and growing up on a station has taught me one important thing.”

“Really, Jake? And what’s that?”

This is going to hurt, thought Jake.

“Never go twenty meters away from your helmet when you’re near a depressurized airlock.”

Jake pulled the trigger.

* * *

The gun wasn’t pointing anywhere near Bart, and in fact it hadn’t been pointing anywhere near anybody at all—but it was pointing directly at the closed airlock door. The one with the big viewport. Jake had, more or less by accident, chosen the slug round when he was first fooling with the Gauss shotgun. Jake was a horrible shot, but the window in the door was big, and the gun was close. The slug impacted the center of the window, and large cracks spangled it. Everybody stared. Then the whole window cracked, and the air began to whoosh out.

* * *

Cargo areas were big and contained lots of air. There was a wind, and lots of light objects were sucked toward the window. Jake fell over onto the floor from the recoil, but he was ready for that. He felt his ears pop as the air pressure dropped, and he felt a tingling in his elbows and knees as his body began to experience decompression sickness. Humans can live without O for a time—a very short time, a few minutes. But the immediate danger wasn’t oxygen; it was pressure. A human body contains a lot of nitrogen, mostly dissolved in tissue and blood. As the pressure drops, so does the boiling point of the nitrogen. When pressure dropped, people’s blood would literally start to boil.

The clothing everybody was wearing mattered a lot at this point. Jake, Nadine, Marianne’s crew, and the goons all wore skin suits or semihard suits. The semihard suits were bulky but very durable, and they had a helmet visor that could be quickly applied. A push of a button or a quick grab, and it flipped over your face, sealing the air in. The skin suits had emergency bags that could be pulled up as well.

Bart was wearing a custom skin suit. Stylish, attractive, and brightly colored, it was the height of fashion—but the helmet was a separate piece. And Bart had left his far away, by the open container.

As a child, Jake had been taught and warned about what to do in the event of a blowout. Every year in school they put the students and teachers in a big airlock and blew the outer hatch, if you were too slow getting your helmet on the teacher would do it for you, but it hurt. Now, rather than holding his breath, he immediately exhaled—pushing oxygen out of his system as rapidly as possible, so that the delicate tissue in his lungs wouldn’t explode as the air pressure inside became greater than outside. Next, he dropped the shotgun and flipped his visor down, then reached back and punched his pressure button to the maximum. He didn’t need air so much as pressure—before the drop in pressure caused his blood to boil. High pressure stopped the process but didn’t erase any damage that had already occurred. His knees and elbows hurt, a lot, but he was still mobile.

Marianne’s guard did essentially the same, dropping and recovering her shotgun in the process. Nadine managed to flip her helmet up as she dove to the ground. The goons did likewise. Bart had been tracking Nadine with his shotgun and wasted precious seconds firing at where she had been, recharging the gun and firing again, missing both times. But by then he had started to waver.

Jake saw him drop the gun and turn to run toward his helmet. He began to spasm and twitch as he ran, stopping and bending at the waist. Some of the old empire books that Jake had read called decompression sickness “the bends” for this reason.

The decompression lights were strobing red, flashing on and off every second. Jake rolled up and checked his suit readouts: he had O and pressure for a few hours. Marianne’s remaining crew member was spinning the door on the airlock. She had to mess with the overrides—locks shouldn’t open in vacuum, after all—but as soon she pulled the airlock door open she hopped inside and disappeared from Jake’s view.

Off to the side, Nadine skated forward and scooped up the silver attaché case, presumably with the payment chip inside. She crouched down in front of Jake and touched her helmet to his.

“We’re going. Are you coming with us?”

“No.”

“It will be hard to explain you being here,” she said.

“I’ll manage.”

“All right. Good luck, Jake.” She blew him a kiss through the faceplate. “Call me!”

She stood up and gestured to the goons, and they moved off around the bend.

Jake saw a blue glow through the open lock. Marianne’s ship was leaving. There were still containers on the dock – apparently they had only taken half of their weapons.

Bart had stopped twitching and was sitting midway between the lock and his helmet. Jake stood up and slowly walked to Bart.

Bart’s face was tight, like the face of a body builder who hadn’t drunk any water for days. His eyes were open but unseeing. Jake turned away and began to stump toward the cargo lock. His knees and elbows hurt as he walked, but he could manage. He stepped through the smashed door toward the outer cargo lock door and manually cycled it closed. Then he engaged the lock mechanism and pushed buttons on the panel until the lock lights changed to green. There was still no pressure, but there was also no leak. He stumped back inside and sat down next to Bart, staring at him through his helmet. He was still there when the repair crew came through, and later the militia officers.





CHAPTER 29

“So you were kidnapped?” Mr. Dashi asked. They were in Mr. Dashi’s office. Jake was standing in front of the desk. Mr. Dashi was leaning back in his chair.

“Yes, sir,” said Jake.

“Drugged?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Woke up in a spaceship?”

“Nadine’s ship, sir. They kept me there for a long time. Then Nadine showed up and showed me the warrants for me and said that I had been accused of killing Danny.”

“You didn’t know?”

“I didn’t know anything, sir. They kept me incommunicado. Chained up.”

“For weeks?”

“Yes, sir. Messed up my arms and legs a bit. But everything’s mostly healed now.”

Mr. Dashi leaned forward and frowned as he searched the database. “Yes, it says here in the medical report. Evidence of recent leg and arm restraints.”

“Yes, sir.”

“But what for? Why you?”

“I think that they needed me to seem to be the one who killed Danny. That way it diverted suspicion from them. You were looking for me most of that time, weren’t you?”

“Yes. We had a report that you were on a passenger ship. The Ring Castle.”

“You did, sir? What type of report?”

“We sent some of our security after you. They boarded the ship. There was some sort of mix-up, but you weren’t there. However, your ID did show up on the system at one point.”

“Yes, sir. Nadine took my ID. She gave me a new one later. She must have been using it to lay down a false trail.”

“You did all this under duress? Can you prove that?”

“Of course, sir. The militia at TGI Main have the records of me boarding the station. I didn’t want to go, but Nadine and those two goons are there—you can see them all in the videos, dragging me along. I even tried to signal the gate guard that something was wrong, but he didn’t get it.”

Mr. Dashi nodded slowly. “Yes, I read that part of the report. The guard even flagged it on his shift report, but nobody took notice of it. Not until the gunfight.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your DNA and fingerprints were on one of the Gauss shotguns.”

“Of course, sir. I took it after Bart and Nadine had it out. I wanted to make sure I’d be safe.”

“It’s all very suspicious, Mr. Stewart.”

“Sir. You know I didn’t kill Danny.”

“Yes, the video proves that. All those charges have been dropped,” Mr. Dashi said.

“And you don’t believe I did all that smuggling and altered those records, do you, sir?”

“Not anymore. We finally got some of the students to admit they bought term papers off you—after they passed their tests, when it didn’t really matter. That explains the bank accounts.”

“And I understand the audio from the murder shows that Bart and Danny falsified the records together.”

“Yes. But still, Mr. Stewart.” Mr. Dashi leaned back and folded his hands on his lap. He regarded Jake suspiciously, and began to speak.

Jake cut him off before he could start. “Sir. I could have run away with that shipload of weapons. Which you can’t find. I could have run away with Nadine back to her ship, which I understand you can’t find either?”

“No, we can’t find either ship. And you couldn’t have stolen the guns; they were lifted ground side months ago.”

“And I could have just run away myself,” Jake said. “Instead, I just gathered up all the loose guns and sat down and waited for security. Heck, I even sealed the outer lock to make the repairs easier. They found me sitting there waiting for them.”

“Humph,” Mr. Dashi said. “There is also a great deal of money missing.”

“Well, I don’t have any of it, sir. You saw the credit sticks I had when you picked me up. I’m not getting rich off this.”

“I see. Well, I admit, your story hangs together. But after all this, are you sure that you want to come back to the merchants’ academy?”

“I do, sir. I want to finish my training, get my license.”

“Well, you do have a scholarship, and I suppose this is an unusual circumstance.”

“There is one other thing, sir.”

“Yes?”

“Well, given that I was unjustly accused of murder, and unjustly accused of fraud, and publicly shamed, and also kidnapped while under TGI jurisdiction…”

“Yes?”

“Well, sir, I think TGI should waive all further fees—education, training, buying my place on a ship, et cetera.”

“You do?”

“Yes, sir. It would be pretty embarrassing for everybody if this came out. Easier to quietly graduate me, give me my certification, put me on a ship, that sort of thing. Everybody wins.”

“You are asking TGI to forgo a great deal of money,” Mr. Dashi said.

“Not really. You trade back and forth with other corps, so it is more of a favors-trading thing. I think I deserve a favor.”

“You do, do you.”

“Yes, sir, I do.”

Mr. Dashi leaned back in his chair again. He thought for a full thirty seconds. Jake knew better than to say anything. He who speaks first, loses. Finally, Mr. Dashi nodded at Jake.

“Come back tomorrow. I’ll have an arbitration contract laid out for you to sign. Full schooling, provided you keep your grades up—which, of course, you will. A guaranteed spot on a TGI ship of our choice, but for a position of your choice. You pick your specialty, we pick the ship. If you pass your tests, which again I’m sure you will, you’ll be certified and ready to go.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“You are welcome, Mr. Stewart. I always said that you would be an excellent student.”

“Thank you again, sir.”

“There will be one other part of the contract. For the first five years of your TGI career, you will have to perform other duties for me, as assigned.”

“What type of duties, sir?”

“Special duties. There will be some extra training. You will be pretty busy your last semester, but I’m sure you can handle it.”

“But what are these special duties?”

“Mostly collecting information on ships. Tracking their routes. Making sure the records they send in to TGI match their actual activities. Sometimes you’ll have to go on board a ship as crew—tell us what the crew thinks, what they are doing.”

“A spy, sir?”

“More of a specialized insurance adjuster. Checking things.”

“A corporate operative, sir? I’m not sure that I’m ready for that,” Jake said.

“Well, if not, then don’t sign the contract tomorrow. You are already released from custody, so you can go on your way, perhaps get a job working your way back toward the rim.”

“I see, sir. Are you blackmailing me?”

“If it was such a thing, I think it would be closer to extortion, but it isn’t. It’s just a regular business agreement between two individuals. Besides, Jake, you are a natural. Look at yourself. Quiet, reserved. Shy even. Not very outgoing. An accountant. Who would think that you could be a spy? Ridiculous. You’ll do well at this.”

Jake was silent for a moment. Then he nodded. “I’ll look at your contract tomorrow, sir.”

“Good. I think you’ll like it, and I’m sure you’ll sign it.”

“Can I go now, sir?”

“Absolutely. José is outside, and he has made arrangements for a new cube for you and a TGI voucher so you can buy some clothes, uniforms, and the like.”

Mr. Dashi stood up.

“Thank you, sir,” said Jake, also standing up and heading to the door.

“Mr. Stewart?”

“Yes, sir?”

Mr. Dashi walked around the front of his desk, and then leaned back on it. “It’s a good story. Well thought out. I’m impressed. But I know it’s all a lie.”

Jake felt his heart begin to pound, but he kept his composure. “Sir?”

“I don’t care. This is not my only job with TGI. I have other positions. In your new job, you will be working directly for me. I value this sort of flexible approach.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about, sir.”

“Or course. Jake, why didn’t you get him his helmet?”

“What?”

“Bart. He was your friend. He couldn’t have made it by himself. But if you had gone to get his helmet for him and fixed him up, he would have lived.”

“Are you saying I killed him, sir?”

“No. You can’t be blamed for looking after your own safety in that situation, and Bart surely only had himself to blame for what happened. But you could have helped him, and you didn’t. And that’s not like the Jake I knew before. Why didn’t you help him?”

Jake stood silent for a moment.

“He let me down too many times sir. He kept taking advantage of me. Everybody did. I’m tired of people taking advantage of my good nature. You need people you can count on around you. People you can count on to help you out.”

“Good to know, Mr. Stewart. See you tomorrow?”

“Yes, sir.”

Jake closed the door and walked out.

<<<<>>>>
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