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      The charge blew the airlock with a burst of smoke and blue flame. Following the explosion, laser fire blitzed through the haze, more than a few bolts from Alissa’s own rifle. Nothing came back. No shouts, no answering fire.

      “Go, but keep talking,” Castor said to the four fighters positioned around the charred opening. “Head for the hold. We’ll hit the bridge.”

      Alissa watched the fighters, her fighters, vanish through the airlock. Beside Castor, a pair of other fighters, dressed in the tattered collections worn by all the Red Voice soldiers, stood armed and ready. At her nod, they entered. Alissa and Castor followed. A bright room sat on the other side of the airlock, shelves against the walls covered in space suits, oxygen lines, and patching materials. What you’d need if things went wrong.

      The two fighters turned right. Galaxy Forge pumped out these freighters with the same blueprints, and this group had been raiding them for years now. They had the fastest routes to the bridge and cargo memorized. Alissa couldn’t stop herself from taking a deep breath, deep enough for Castor to glance over as they followed the fighters.

      “Sorry,” Alissa said. “Sometimes I forget how long we’ve been doing this.”

      “It’s been a long time. Don’t think we ever expected to live longer than a month,” Castor replied.

      “Hey, I had us pegged for a year.”

      Getting up to bridge level required an elevator ride. The four of them stood inside the lift, but when the fighter pressed the button to rise, the lift didn’t move. Immediately the second fighter pulled off his pack and broke out a las-tool. Alissa and the others backed against the side of the lift as the fighter burned through the ceiling. The white-hot laser shredded a circle, and the freed plate clanged down to the ground as the fighter finished cutting. Castor knelt, cupping his hands, and Alissa stepped on them. He boosted her up and Alissa squeezed through the opening, pulling herself onto the roof of the lift.

      Standard defense procedure. Send a distress message, then make it as hard as possible to get to the bridge by disabling the lifts. Alissa looked around the shaft. There was always a ladder somewhere. There! Hanging along the rear side and going all the way up. She waved the others out, with Castor the last man making the jump, gripping the edge of the hole and pulling himself out. The fighters were the first up the ladder, climbing to the sealed doors at the bridge level, breaking out the las-tool, and burning their way through to a hallway.

      “Lead, it's the hold team,” the voice came over Alissa’s comm. “We’re finding no resistance. No sign of the crew.”

      “None here either,” Alissa replied. “Keep the channels open and let us know what you find.”

      The comm clicked acknowledgment. Alissa climbed the ladder next, squeezing in through the hot hole made in the bridge level doors. In front of them sat a hallway split on either side with crew cabins. At the far end, the mess hall and the thick doors to the bridge. Now the fighters crept, their rifles drawn. Alissa and Castor followed, Alissa carrying her favorite automatic sidearms. Hold the trigger and they would spew more lasers than a personal shield could take. Sure, they ran out of power fast, but nobody lived that long.

      The cafeteria was immaculate. No dirty dishes, scraps of litter, or even chairs out of place. As though the kitchen hadn’t even been used.

      “Something’s not right here,” Alissa said. “The ship’s too far away from Jupiter to be this clean.”

      “Weapons ready,” Castor said. Usual raiding protocol meant taking captives. Ransom money, information about other targets, and goodwill from not killing a bunch of civilians made it more profitable. But it wasn’t worth risking their own lives.

      The bridge doors were shut, large and thick. The last barrier to an assault. If they had to cut through with the las-tool, it was going to take time. So Castor went to work instead. The small panel next to the bridge doors allowed keyed access, connections that could be subverted. Using a micro tool and its torch option, Castor melted off bits of the corners, loosening the faceplate. Flipped the button on the tool and used the small crowbar that extended to pry it off. Then he leaned in and Alissa couldn’t tell anymore what he was doing, but, like a magician working his tricks, the bridge doors shot open a moment later.

      Then stopped, only a third of a meter wide.

      “It’s a little tight,” Alissa said, looking through the gap. She could see terminals, consoles where the pilot would guide the ship and the captain would monitor various systems. Only there was nobody there, no laser waiting to blow her face off.

      “I’m not getting any response,” Castor said. “It’s like someone cut the power from this panel to the door.”

      The other three looked at Alissa. She looked at the opening, and then Alissa shrugged off her pack. Took off the jacket. Before any of them could stop her, Alissa squeezed through the doors. And then she was hit in the shoulder, shoved by something strong. Alissa bounced off the ground and tucked into a roll, using the momentum to keep moving away from what hit her. When she felt the far wall, she glanced back towards the door and froze. The naked, static face of an android stared at her from across the room. Its gray bones shimmered in the ship’s lifeless lighting.

      “You are not the crew of this vessel,” the bot said. “Identify yourself.”

      Behind the android, Alissa saw something else. A deep red stain covering the far wall, and beneath it, a crumpled body. She stood and drew her sidearms. It didn’t take a genius to solve this mystery.

      “Doesn’t matter who I am,” Alissa said. “What matters is what you’re going to do next.”

      On the other side of the door, Alissa could hear Castor and the fighters trying to figure out a way into the room. Eventually, they might make it, but the easiest way to open those doors sat on those consoles right in front of her. She just had to make it there before this thing killed her.

      “My directives stated to clear the ship,” the android said. “I did so. Verified it. I will report the error and rectify the situation.”

      The android came at her fast, its legs pushing it across the bridge to her in a couple of strides. Just enough time for Alissa to hold down those triggers. Both sidearms exploded in an orange light show, streaming bolts at the android. Every shot blew off charred bits from the bot’s armor, exposing circuits and pumping metal muscle. But it didn’t stop. Its fist swung towards Alissa’s head. She ducked and ran under the punch, moving back towards the center of the room. The bot wheeled around and Alissa felt her hair swish as the android’s second swing came close to taking her head off.

      She ran to the consoles, looking for some way to open the doors further. Only they were all locked, asking for the captain or pilot’s badge. Which meant she was trapped, which meant she was dead. Alissa turned to face the bot as it stepped up to her. She brought the sidearms up, but the android moved faster, knocked the sidearm out of Alissa’s left hand while grabbing her right and lifting her up.

      Those black eyes stared right at her as the android cocked its right arm back to deliver a killing punch. Alissa sucked in a breath, then spat in the android’s face. And it exploded. Alissa fell to the ground as lasers poured into the android through the crack in the bridge doors. The bot staggered, backing out of the fire, falling over as the motors keeping its legs in place melted away. Alissa grabbed her dropped sidearm and closed on the android. The bot’s head swiveled to look at her as Alissa aimed at it. Then she fired.

      The lasers chewed through the bot’s insides. Burned away the circuitry. A couple seconds of sustained attack, and the android was nothing more than a pile of ruined parts.

      “Thanks for the save,” Alissa said a moment later. She’d opened the bridge doors using the badge still on the bloody body, the fighters and Castor joining her by the consoles. “We’re lucky it wasn’t equipped for a real fight or we’d be dead. My question, why did it kill the crew?”

      Androids weren’t allowed, were explicitly programmed, not to harm innocents. Only targets assigned through a judgment system. She doubted the crew on this freighter had any criminal records. Doubted that they’d be worth sending an android after them even so.

      “The android was part of a shipment. They delivered more than a dozen to Ganymede, but this one was requested back. Intentionally,” Castor said, flicking through the ship’s logs. “The order came from our favorite man, Bosser.”

      “Castor, if Bosser’s getting these androids to kill on command, why couldn’t we?” Alissa said.

      “We’d need to get access to their production facility, on Earth,” Castor said. “They’ll never let us land.”

      “They will if we have Bosser,” Alissa said. Castor nodded. “Let’s get the haul off this ship and set course for Miner Prime.”
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      A minor setback. Losing the ice diamonds was a blow to their bottom line, but all it meant was that Bosser’s partners would have to step up their contributions. Reaching their goal would provide such profits as to make the diamonds a footnote and nothing more.

      Bosser said all of this to the screen in his dark apartment aboard the space station Miner Prime. Situated in the asteroid belt between Mars and Jupiter, the station functioned as an intermediary for communications between civilized space and more adventurous outposts in the farther reaches of the solar system. Those outposts, and missions around them, had been giving Bosser more headaches than usual lately.

      The two-meter wide monitor in front of Bosser held the faces of his various business partners. All of them were labeled with astrological pseudonyms. Zodiac signs, in no particular order, hovering beneath their heads in gold-weighted capital letters, as though they were wearing jewelry. The faces themselves were static, would remain so for minutes as the message filtered its way through dozens of satellites to their respective offices. Of the nine members on that screen, Bosser had a good idea who all of them were. Despite the entire group coming together through a string of anonymous messages suggesting places and times, despite a promise not to attempt to learn the identities of each other, Bosser had gone digging.

      As had all the others.

      Bosser took a sip from the water glass beside him, the cool liquid tasting indistinguishable from the filtered natural springs on Earth. So long as he didn’t think about the fact that it was recycled from the station’s thousands of citizens, Bosser enjoyed the sensation. Water and wine. Anything else was a waste of time.

      “This is the second instance that this group disrupted your plans,” Gemini, the top-middle, head of a large asteroid mining company, said.

      To keep the council from talking over each other, an order had been established at the first meeting. Bosser, with Miner Prime as the central communication hub for the group, would dictate who should respond next. If nobody was specified, the order rotated, progressing through the group one person at a time. Lately, though, Bosser felt all of these sessions were interrogation games. Searching for ways to pin misfortunes on him.

      “The Wild Nines served their purpose,” Bosser replied. “That the Red Voice still had any ships capable of mounting an assault was information we did not have. That Eden did not have. As the Red Voice needed those diamonds far more than ourselves and we prevented that acquisition, I still consider the mission a success.”

      Another period of pauses. Bosser went over to the record player set up against the wall of the apartment. Easily the most valuable item he owned, the player and his collection of several dozen records had been a gift. The acknowledgment of a life saved. Now, Bosser started the player and positioned the needle. The long, slow swing of a saxophone bled out of the player and mingled with the constant shuffling of technobabble that made up Miner Prime’s background noise. The shudders of systems turning on and off, of lifts sliding people up and down, the overhead announcements requesting this or that person to be somewhere else.

      “Speaking of the Red Voice remnants, do you know where they are?” the next head in line, Leo, asked. “If they are the only remaining threat, I don’t know why we haven’t eliminated them.”

      “It is much harder to find and swat one fly in a house than it is to shoot a man in the same space,” Bosser said. After being torched off the face of Mars, the rebels had scattered. Had vanished so well that Bosser had forgotten about them. Until now.

      Bosser sat on a crimson couch, a large one arranged in a half-circle facing the monitor. In the center sat a glass table, supported by faux-pearl legs. Both were gifts, like the record player. The couch, its fabric grown specifically for comfort in an Earth laboratory, came after Bosser had rooted out and destroyed the reputation of a rival to Eden’s top executive. The table, for expunging a scion’s record of bad decisions. That same scion would likely be one of those faces on the screen in a few years. Always better to have people in your debt than the other way around.

      “Excuses aren’t necessary. Just take care of them,” said Cancer, who then leaned a little closer to his camera. “How are the preparations for the Guardian Project proceeding?”

      The highlight of the conversation. Bosser spent the next hours feeding them encouraging details, answering questions between pauses. The project was proceeding on schedule, was  deploying. After that, the puppet masters would truly hold the strings. As the meeting hit its sixth hour, members started to drop off. Until only one, Virgo, remained on the screen.

      “You sent my daughter into that mess on Neptune,” the head said.

      “Your daughter went of her own accord,” Bosser replied, standing. The transmission time to Virgo was only minutes. A relatively snappy conversation, for a change. “I met her, when the Wild Nines were here on the station. She hacked an android.”

      “An amazing woman,” Virgo said. “But if you ever send her into a situation like that again, Bosser, I won’t forget it.”

      “It sounds like you don’t trust your daughter to make her own decisions.”

      “The reason you are so useful, Bosser, is that you don’t care who you have to sacrifice to achieve your ends,” Virgo said. “The rest of us prefer to keep those we love safe, even if that means restricting their independence. As a clever, self-interested man, I’m sure you can find a way to keep her out of things.”

      “As you say,” Bosser nodded slowly for the camera. “I will do whatever I can to keep your daughter alive.”

      “See that you do,” Virgo said, then cut the communication.

      Bosser turned off the monitor, exhausted. No time for sleep yet though. The board was set, the pieces were in motion, and it was Bosser’s turn to play.
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      The drive slid into the slot with a satisfying click. Viola tapped the top of it, which extended out from the volleyball-sized sphere, and watched the slot disappear down into the ball. The whole apparatus sat in a charging cradle, which fed energy from the Jumper’s solar panels into the sphere. It’d been sitting there for hours now, and with the Jumper drawing closer to the sun on its journey to Miner Prime, the batteries should be good to go.

      “Good morning, Puk,” Viola said. It was late evening, but the phrase itself was the key.

      In a quiet environment, like her bedroom back on Ganymede, Viola would have been able to hear some of Puk’s systems starting up. The whirs of cooling fans, the whoosh of the jets as the bot floated into the air. The Jumper, though, played a symphony of its own that overwhelmed the smaller sounds. Especially in Viola’s cabin, back towards the engines. Right now, with the ship starting its slowing period on approach to Miner Prime, Viola heard the constant hum as the engines compressed and discharged ionized gas. Outside the closed door, footsteps echoed clanks as one of the other crew members wandered by. Occasional communication went over the ship’s intercoms, muffled through the door but still there, like a conversation on the other side of a room.

      Puk rose. Wobbly. Hovering in front of Viola’s face and turning around.

      “Is your camera working?” Viola asked.

      “You asking if I can see your beautiful face?” Puk replied, its vocal synthesizers producing a flat tone. “Because you’ve never looked better.”

      “Liar.” Viola smiled. She probably looked terrible. Greasy and tired. They’d been flying for weeks already, coming back from Neptune with a stopover for supplies on Titan, one of Saturn’s moons. The Jumper wasn’t exactly a spa, with its recycled water shower that sprinkled more than washed, a steady re-use of clothes so covered with grime from the constant maintenance of the ship’s many systems, and a lack of the little things she’d had growing up on Ganymede. What Viola wouldn’t give for some scented soap, a chance to eat some actual fruit rather than the dried stuff.

      “I’ve never died before,” Puk said. “Except running out of battery, but, I mean, not destroyed.”

      “You know what happened?”

      “No idea. But my date/time systems show that I’ve been out for over a month.”

      That was accurate. She’d restored Puk from the last back-up she had, before they’d met up with the freighter Amerigo. Before they’d been swept up in Neptune’s storm of terror.

      “I’m almost jealous,” Viola said. “Wouldn’t mind forgetting the last month myself.”

      “Sounds unpleasant. Don’t tell me.”

      “Okay,” Viola said, glancing at the bulge on Puk’s side. A new feature. One she’d thought about a lot before adding in. “Are you detecting the new hardware?”

      “It’s next up on my start-up checks,” Puk buzzed. “Viola, this is a lot more powerful than my last laser.”

      “You should have enough for a couple of shots,” Viola said. “Ones powerful enough to kill somebody, anyway.”

      The room was silent for a moment. Viola’s mouth felt dry.

      The Karat’s lift doors opening, Davin firing at the hijacker right in front. Not seeing the guy in back, his sidearm out. Aiming for Davin. Viola’s own shot a perfect one, burning home. The man’s face after, shocked at his own death. She still woke up to that face some nights.

      “That’s . . . different,” Puk said. “You didn’t program me that way.”

      “I have now. Dig for it,” Viola said. Part of why it’d taken a while to bring Puk back. She’d had to make changes to the personality. Remove some of the softer sides. Some of the limits. Puk might not know it now, but if the situation demanded it, the bot wouldn’t hesitate to take a life.

      “Viola, what happened? What did I miss?”

      “I thought you didn’t want to know?”

      “That was before I knew how different you’d made me. I need some context,” Puk said.

      Viola took a breath, then recounted the dive to save the ice diamonds, the hijacked Karat, down in Neptune’s atmosphere. The Red Voice raiders. The suicidal ramming of their frigate with the Karat and their escape.

      “Sorry I missed it,” Puk said. “Although, I suppose I didn’t miss the whole thing.”

      “From what Opal says, you saved her life,” Viola said. “Only, it was close. If you’d had this weapon, it would’ve been easier. Safer.”

      “Then I guess this is a good thing?”

      Viola had nothing to say to that. Good? Puk was stronger now, more dangerous. So long as the bot was with them, then yeah, it was a good thing. Except she couldn’t shake the idea that turning her sarcastic friend into a deadly weapon was wrong.

      Viola fell back from the small desk onto the stiff bed that took up the rest of the cabin. No room for chairs. The locker at the foot of the bed held the rest of her stuff, not much of it suited to what she was doing now. In there, among the clothes and scattered tools she’d brought with her when they last left Ganymede, was a rifle designed to trigger a rapid sequence of lasers, each one capable of burning through someone. Every day she’d forced herself to go to the Jumper’s pair of simulators, beat-up things that Merc maintained more for flight practice than anything, and blast targets.

      The next time she had to shoot someone, the good aim wouldn’t be by accident.

      The thought didn’t make her happy.
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      Phyla’s eyes opened and, for a second, she did not know where she was. The room was larger than hers; she didn’t own the shotgun by the door, and the larger locker wasn’t covered with pictures like . . . hers. They all belonged to Davin, still sleeping next to her, the thin sheets on the bed rising and falling with his breath. Phyla turned on her side and traced his outline through the blanket. After Neptune, the rush to where she was now happened quickly.

      From the first evening, when the Jumper had gone to sleep, and it was just the two of them, sitting there in the cockpit, talking like they had a thousand times before, it felt different. The missions were cutting closer, the team getting hurt. They were getting hurt. What had been a simpler world of policing stable outposts, running escort jobs for freighters nobody wanted to attack because the corporate owners were too powerful, had turned into a constant series of near-death moments.

      Stripped of the small talk, because who knew when you’d be robbed of a chance to say what you needed to say, the two of them, childhood friends, wound up here. But it wasn’t just physical. Phyla welcomed the tighter bond, the yes no maybe moments with Davin where they didn’t feel like crew and captain, but partners. Friends. Lovers.

      The dimmed clock on Davin’s side of the bed brightened as it caught Phyla’s glance. Still early. There wasn’t a day and night, but the Jumper’s lighting did its best to simulate Earth, keep that rhythm. Blue lights at night, white during the day and a gradual shift between the two.

      “Phyla, this is your wake-up call,” whispered a voice from her comm, sitting on the small shelf at her side of the bed. “We’ll be at manual range in an hour.”

      When Phyla would have to take over the piloting duties to bring the Jumper into Miner Prime. There’d been a lot of back-and-forth about forcing auto-pilot landings, but after some random events weren’t caught correctly by autopilot programming—a stray asteroid, or a ship drifting off course that could have been avoided—Miner Prime required all smaller craft to dock with a pilot behind the sticks.

      “I’m up,” Phyla responded.

      “Want me to wake the captain?” Fournine, formerly the android and now the Jumper’s central brain, thanks to Trina, said.

      “Too late,” Davin’s voice rose as a scratchy groan. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re almost home,” Phyla said.

      “You happy to be back?”

      Phyla took in the question with a whiff of Davin’s heavy breath. Not that hers would be any better. The endless close encounters on a ship like the Jumper more or less forced you to get used to all kinds of odors.

      “In the sense that we can get some better food, yes,” Phyla said. “But we didn’t exactly leave here on the best of terms.”

      “Bosser said he cleared us, that Eden smoothed things over.”

      “You trust him?”

      “Not even a little,” Davin said. “But I trust money. Bosser knows Viola is with us, which means Eden probably does too. They won’t risk hurting her just to get revenge.”

      “Sometimes you can be a little cold, you know that?” Phyla said, slipping out of the bed and pulling on clothes.

      “It’s a fact, Phyla,” Davin said, leaning on his elbows. “Viola being on this ship is going to let us get rid of those ice diamonds, then get out of here, coin in hand.”

      “And go where?”

      “There’s a place I haven’t been in a long time,” Davin started to smile, just slightly. “I don’t think you’ve ever gone there.”

      The lights in the cabin brightened, turning yellow. Another dawn on the Jumper. Phyla looked at the clock again. Getting close to time.

      “You want to go to Earth?”

      Davin nodded. He was right. Phyla hadn’t ever been there. Only in orbit, and then, only once. Most of the cargo and escort runs the Jumper did were towards the outside where routes weren’t established enough to warrant large ships. Where other craft were rare enough that hijackers could take you unopposed if you didn’t pay for guards.

      “What are we going to do there?” Phyla said, heading for the door.

      “With the coin we’ll make from the ice diamonds, we can go, sell the Jumper, try something new,” Davin said, still in the bed. “Something where, maybe, we don’t get shot at all the time.”

      “You think you could handle that? A normal life?”

      “No way to know until I give it a try,” Davin laughed. “Besides, with you, I doubt it’ll be that normal.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Not the reply Davin was expecting, and Phyla could tell he was searching for a way to worm himself out of this one.

      “Phyla, we’re being hailed by the space station,” Fournine’s voice jumped in, this time over the louder intercom. “Need you in the cockpit, unless you want me to start talking to them. Which could be fun, now that I think about it.”

      “No, Fournine, I’m coming,” Phyla said, shaking her head at Davin and leaving the cabin.

      A normal life. Phyla wasn’t even sure what that really meant. The last few weeks, the Jumper speeding through space back towards Miner Prime, there’d been little to do but maintain the ship, work out, and relax. Nice, but it was getting stale, and Phyla felt a little thrill as she climbed into the Jumper’s cockpit. If a normal life meant not getting shot at that was fine. But if the cost was boredom? What would she choose?

      “Whiskey Jumper? This is Miner Prime flight control. We’re sending over the coordinates for your bay now.”

      “Thanks, control. Happy to be here,” Phyla replied.

      Outside the cockpit windows, the cylindrical spider of Miner Prime loomed large. Its core supporting the majority of the population, with the outer edges getting progressively more exclusive, more exotic.

      “Jumper, seems you’ve got some powerful friends,” Control said. “Let’s try to keep this visit a little less destructive, shall we?”

      “We’d love to, Control.”

      A yellow line shot out along the Jumper’s cockpit, angling towards the space station. Phyla gripped the flight stick, turned off the autopilot, and started the first angling turn. The last time Phyla had come home, she’d blown parts of Miner Prime to pieces in a desperate escape.

      Please, please let this time be better.
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      Forty fighters stood in the Whisperwind’s main area, crowded on couches, standing between tables, all staring at her. The ship was on final approach to Minor Prime, where most of these fighters might die.

      “You are the last of us,” Alissa said to the group.  “The Red Voice is a movement, a belief that people should have their own freedom and not be ruled by corporations. We have fought for years and now I’m asking for just a little more.”

      The fighters looked back at her, silent. It wasn’t their first speech. Colorful language calling for an end to evil, appeals to passion and love of one’s home, but Alissa hoped this would be the last one. The last time she would have to preach for a doomed cause.

      “Today we take up arms for those who do not know that they are imprisoned. Who cannot see their cage,” Alissa said. “On a recent mission, we found a freighter overrun by a single android. Its crew dead. The android itself, rather than dispensing justice, was following orders.”

      Now the eyes perked up. She had their attention.

      “Our goal is to turn these new androids against the oppressors, to make the sword of their false justice swing for the right side.”

      A fighter raised his hand. Alissa nodded at him.

      “Excuse me, but the androids, aren’t they made on Earth?” the fighter said. “Why aren’t we going there?”

      “Because we would never land alive,” Castor said, speaking up from beside Alissa. “Minor Prime has a target that can get us onto Earth. We’re here to take him.”

      “We’ll have four squads. One, led by me, will attempt to find Bosser himself,” Alissa said. “The other three will be diversions, clearing the way for the rest of us. Once the objective is complete, we’ll regroup here. Get ready, the show starts as soon as we land.”

      Castor was giving her a hesitating look, the same measured glance Bakr used to provide whenever she said something he didn’t agree with.

      “It doesn’t matter if I die here,” Alissa said. “We get Bosser, you get him to Earth, and we pay what we owe to everyone who died for this.”

      “Marl never had your fatalism.”

      “Marl fought from the sidelines. You see enough horrors up close, and you get tired.”

      Alissa left the crowd and went back to her cabin to get ready. Her own room was massive, enough for a double bed, a separate desk and console, a couch and monitor. The Whisperwind had been a luxury liner, and there were pieces of it that still spoke to that purpose. Along one wall, carved into the side, was a set of names. Many had lines through the letters, angry slashes from a micro tool Alissa kept next to the bed. She picked it up now, flicked open the blade.

      Three names left. Hers. Castor. Bakr. Alissa swiped at her comm, played Bakr’s last words.

      Alissa. I’m sorry.

      Static engulfed the end of the message. She didn’t know how her friend had died. Only heard that the frigate, the last warship the Red Voice had, was now a bunch of scattered wreckage floating around Neptune. Alissa hoped it had been quick, whatever his fate. It was the least he deserved.

      Alissa took the micro-tool and ran the blade through Bakr’s name, the silver line slicing through the thin letters.

      His death would not be in vain.
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      Is it ready?”

      Trina didn’t bother looking at Mox, standing in the work room’s doorway. The cannon would be ready when she was confident it wouldn’t explode as soon as Mox spooled it up. The Jumper wasn’t exactly a weapons factory, and the cannon was complicated.

      “It doesn’t work that way,” Trina said, bent over the rear of the cannon where tubes fed pressurized gas into a chamber and a battery supercharged them, spitting the heated element out the front barrels. “If you want something available on request, you don’t let someone blow it up.”

      “Accident,” Mox grumbled.

      “No, it wasn’t,” Trina said. The last piece that wasn’t working was, predictably, the battery. She’d already scavenged some of the other weapons around the Jumper and laced them together to create a makeshift version, and it wasn’t charging correctly. “You could have dodged the blast.”

      “Could have, maybe,” Mox replied.

      Trina sighed as the battery failed to display any signs of life, again. Stood back from the bench, turned to Mox. The workroom was a cluttered mess, bits and pieces of chopped up machines littered the ground from the doorway to the workbench which took up the entire side wall. Mox hadn’t moved from the entrance, a smart move seeing as navigating the pieces of shrapnel and strings of wire required concentration, and practice.

      “I’m sorry,” Trina said. “I shouldn’t be complaining. Obviously, your life is worth more than the cannon.”

      Trina wanted to continue that sentence, wanted to say that it didn’t mean the cannon was worth nothing. That all of this equipment was worth a bit of effort to care for, to maintain. To not destroy in a back and forth fight with crazy raiders.

      “It is who you are,” Mox replied. “It is necessary for someone to care.”

      “I just wish the rest of you would,” Trina replied. “I’ll have it ready by the time we land. Or you’ll have to get a new battery on the station.”

      “How much?”

      “I’m sure Davin will buy you one after those ice diamonds are sold,” Trina said the words and found her eyes wandering to the box just inside the door. The crate looked like any other large container, more than a meter wide and half that tall. They’d put the diamonds in there in case Miner Prime wanted an inspection. They’d take one look in here, see a bunch of tools, and leave it alone.

      Trina already had her shopping list for afterward. A litany of things the Jumper needed to keep flying well. The usual chargers, wiring, replacement solar panels, but Trina figured that if the Jumper was going to keep getting in scraps, they ought to have some stronger shields. Lasers with a better punch. If those diamonds sold for what Davin thought they would, the Wild Nines would get a great new freighter in the bargain.

      “Trina,” Mox said. “How did you get this way?”

      She pushed up her greasy goggles. Looked at Mox, the exoskeleton lacing its way along his arms and legs.

      “What way?” Trina said.

      “I am half-machine, but don’t love them the way you do,” Mox said. Not technically a question, but Trina could follow the thread.

      “You look at everything we’ve been through lately? All the randomness? Know what the common element is?”

      Mox shook his head.

      “People,” Trina continued. “It’s all crazy people doing crazy things, for coin or something else. Machines, they do what they’re told. Every action has a purpose, at least to them.”

      “Free will frightens you?”

      Trina had been on the Jumper for years with Mox and never had the man come at her with questions like this. Something was different. Trina sniffed the air, maybe the exoskeleton was misfiring. Sending the wrong electricity to Mox’s brain, scrambling his signal. If Trina tried hard enough, she could smell the volts. At least, she thought so. Now, though, there was only the usual grease and metal, a hint of burning wire from the work she’d been doing on the cannon.

      “When it’s logical, no. When it’s not, that’s why I’m glad I’ve got you and the others around. Now, you want this cannon ready, you should leave me alone to fix it,” Trina said.

      “Of course,” Mox replied, nodding, then moving away.

      Trina watched the empty doorway for a moment. The other thing about machines is that they couldn’t hide their secrets. Spend enough time with them, tear enough of them apart, and you could know every little thing about them. Trina would never know everything about Mox, how he worked, why he chose the life he lived, and why he thought that now, on their approach to Miner Prime, was the time to get to know her.

      And Mox would never know the reason Trina kept her hands greasy, kept the engines primed, and the batteries charged. Because some stories were so common they were nothing to those not part of them, even if they meant everything to the ones personally affected. Because nobody wanted to hear about another ship malfunction, another asteroid collision, another child of the stars growing up alone. That wasn’t going to happen here.

      Trina turned back to the cannon, took another look at the battery. The problem was obvious. How she missed it, Trina didn’t know. She’d switched the order, the battery needed to draw sufficient power first, then send it, but she hadn’t set the amount. It took a second, and this time, when the cannon was primed, the battery hummed as its charge coursed through, readying the weapon.

      When Mox needed to use it, his cannon would be ready.
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