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      For reasons forgotten to history, a few years ago I decided to throw a Dune-themed party around the holidays. It was primarily a reason to make a sandworm using my mom’s famous cinnamon roll recipe, and to serve a Water of Life punch that was frankly terrible—I recall it being mainly vodka and blue curaçao, with a bunch of gummy worms “drowned” in it as a garnish.

      I’ve never made the punch again, because I do actually have culinary standards, but the Spice Roll Shai-Hulud has become a regular part of our holiday celebrations each year.

      What can I say? The spice must flow. And it must especially flow around the winter solstice celebrations.

      I will never pass up an opportunity to make a themed party meal—particularly if it’s nerdy. And, apparently, I also won’t pass up an opportunity to edit a holiday- and recipe-themed sci-fi anthology.

      When I was blackmailed into editing invited to edit this collection, I knew it would be a good time. I’ve featured several of these incredible authors in my CROOKED sci-fi crime anthologies in the past, and I was excited to return to their delightful worlds and spend more time with their beloved characters.

      While the CROOKED sci-fi crime anthologies sometimes got a little dark (they’re shelved in the seedy underbelly of the sci-fi shelf for a reason), Now I Have a Raygun, Ho-Ho-Ho is (mostly) anything but.

      You’ll find cookie capers, jolly toy thieves, and latkes that save the universe. People will go to great lengths to rescue each other from pirates, help each other out of tight spots, and feed each other delicious meals—even when times are tough.

      Especially when times are tough.

      It’s the holiday spirit, stretching into the farthest reaches of the universe.

      Each of these stories involves a holiday dish of some sort—some inspired by the world itself, some inspired by the author and their own traditions. All of them look amazing.

      Please enjoy the adventure! Both in reading the stories themselves, and in making  the delightful recipes that accompany them.

      And remember: life’s hard out here in the black. It’s up to us to take care of each other.

      

      Cheers,

      Jessie Kwak

      SPICE ROLL SHAI-HULUD

      Ingredients:

      

      Dough

      
        
          	
        1 T yeast
      

      	
        1 c warm water
      

      	
        1/3 c sugar
      

      	
        1/2 c melted butter
      

      	
        1 t salt
      

      	
        2 eggs
      

      	
        4 c flour
      

      

      

      

      Spread & Teeth

      
        
          	
        1/4 c butter (room temp)
      

      	
        1 c brown sugar
      

      	
        2 T cinnamon
      

      	
        1 T nutmeg
      

      	
        1/2 T ground cloves
      

      	
        1/2 T allspice
      

      	
        1/4 c slivered almonds
      

      

      

      

      Icing:

      
        
          	
        1 c powdered sugar
      

      	
        1-2 t water or milk
      

      

      

      

      Instructions:

      1. Mix together dough ingredients to form a soft dough. Let rise until doubled. (About 1 hour.) Then, preheat the oven to 400°.

      2. Once doubled, punch down and roll into a 1/2” thick rectangle that’s about 18” long by 12” wide.

      3. Spread dough with butter, then mix brown sugar and spices together and sprinkle over the top of the butter. Feel free to adjust spice combination to taste. Do not be afraid to add more spice, if you so desire. The spice must flow.

      4. Roll dough into a log. (A worm-shape, if you will.) Gently taper one end into a tail, while leaving the other end fairly flat.

      5. Coil Shai-Hulud carefully on a baking sheet, then decorate the flatter of the two ends by sticking rows of almond slivers into the dough to form a horrific maw. Try to angle them inward, but be warned that as Shai-Hulud bakes its teeth will splay maniacally in all directions. This cannot be helped.

      6. Using a sharp crysknife or razor, slash segments across Shai-Hulud’s back, about 1/4” deep, every 2” or so.

      7. Bake at 400° for 15-20 minutes, checking after 15 minutes to make sure it’s not getting burned. Your Shai-Hulud is finished when it’s a nice dark golden brown. Don’t be afraid to let it get a little darker than you think of cinnamon rolls as being. Too pale, and it won’t have cooked through.

      8. Meanwhile, mix the icing. Add enough milk (or water) to the powdered sugar to make it spreadable but not runny. While Shai-Hulud is still pretty hot, spread the icing over the top to make a yummy glaze.

      9. Once cooled, share your Spice Roll Shai-Hulud with the rest of your sietch in a celebration of friendship and nerdy community.
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            COOKIES FOR MISKO

          

          by R.M. Olson

        

      

    

    
      The thing about Prasvishoni in the winter, Jez reflected, was that it was basically crap. Prasvishoni was always a little cold and a little damp and a little miserable, but in the winter, the sharp bite of the air turned vicious, the wind seeking out the cracks in your scarf or between your mittens and your sleeves, driving the icy sleet against your skin, the sky overcast and claustrophobic with clouds. And this part of winter was always the worst—she remembered it from when she was a kid.

      Well, she thought philosophically, at least running for her life kept her a little warmer.

      She skidded around the corner of a building, heat blasts pursuing her from the alley she’d just exited, and grabbed for a hold to keep her boots from sliding out from under her on the slick cobblestones. She flattened herself against the wall, gasping. Her pursuers’ footsteps pounded after her, and she grinned to herself. 

      The first of her pursuers appeared in the mouth of the alley. He’d probably meant to slow, check up and down the street for her. Instead, he skidded across the long stretch of black ice and slammed into the corner of a building on the other side of the street before landing hard. He was followed momentarily by another man, then two women, then a handful of others who, honestly, Jez hadn’t really had time to figure out much more about them than that they were trying to kill her. Seemed like the most important detail at that point, to be honest.

      The second and third of her pursuers slammed into the first, who’d been trying to get to his feet, causing all three of them to go down in a heap. The fourth didn’t make it all the way across the street before executing an impressive fall that had left her momentarily with no point of contact with the ground, and the others had tangled up at the mouth of the alley and gone down in a cursing pile.

      “Hey, you plaguers!” she called cheerily. “Not supposed to run on ice, you know. Might fall and hurt yourself or whatever.”

      The first man, who’d managed to struggle to his hands and knees, grabbed for his heat gun and fired. She yelped and ducked back into the alley as the air above her head sizzled, then snapped off a shot of her own. He tried to dive out of the way, lost his footing entirely, and landed spread-eagle on the ice. She grinned and started off, the sound of their furious cursing following her down the alley like holiday music.

      Prasvishoni in the winter was basically crap, but it did have its advantages.

      “Jez? Are you alright?” Tae’s voice through her earpiece was worried, like always.

      “I’m good, tech-head,” she said, tapping her com. “Hey, remember that stupid street corner on Rybochka Street that was always covered in black ice because the bastards in government never paid for it to be cleared? Apparently they still don’t.”

      “Jez, what the hell—” He didn’t sound noticeably less worried.

      “Also, you can tell Lev that he was right about those plaguers from the outer-rim planet having friends here.”

      “What happened?” He sounded like he was speaking through his teeth.

      “To me, or to them?”

      “Jez…”

      She grinned. “Told you, I’m good. I’ll tell you everything when I get back.”
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        * * *

      

      She reached the hangar bay where she’d left the Ungovernable and ducked inside, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the dim light. Then she paused a moment, just like always, and let her eyes run over her perfect ship.

      She’d never get used to this. She’d never see her beautiful ship, its elegant curves gleaming in the low light, its entire graceful shape whispering of speed and flight and deep space and everything she loved, and not have a spark of utter wonder light in her chest and a thick knot start in her throat.

      “Hey, beautiful, I’m back,” she whispered. A soft smile had spread across her face all by itself, and happiness suffused her chest, light and warm and perfect.

      “Well, I suppose we know she’s alive, anyways.” Ysbel’s heavy outer-rim accent was unmistakable. Jez tore her attention off her perfect angel ship with an effort.

      Lev and Ysbel waited for her at the base of the gangplank. Ysbel looked as intimidating as always, with her shaved head and pale skin and visible weaponry and the bulk of her muscles apparent even under heavy winter clothes. 

      “Hey, you bastards,” Jez said cheerfully. “‘Course I’m alive. You think a few plaguers with heat-guns would be able to take me out?”

      Sudden sharp concern crossed Lev’s face. “Heat guns? Who was…” He stopped himself with an effort and took a deep breath. “I’m glad you’re alright, Jez.”

      She loved her ship. Hell, she wasn’t sure what she felt for the Ungovernable could be called something as simple as love. The ship was basically a part of her, and she loved it the way you loved the air in your lungs and the blood in your veins. But honestly…there was something about Lev, with his disheveled dark hair and rumpled clothing and scholarly air and the softness in his eyes when he looked at her that felt a hell of a lot like home.

      “Hey, genius.” She leaned in to kiss him, and he slid his arms around her and kissed her back, and OK, so this was another thing she could definitely get used to. His mouth was warm on hers, the shape of his body familiar and comfortable, and his hands tightening around her back were sending pleasant shivers through her entire body…

      Ysbel cleared her throat pointedly.

      Jez ignored her.

      She cleared her throat again.

      Finally, reluctantly, Jez broke off the kiss and turned, shooting Ysbel a mild glare.

      Ysbel raised an eyebrow. “I am very glad you two are so happy to see each other. But there are private rooms on the Ungovernable. And also, I believe the others are waiting to hear why there were people with heat guns chasing you through the streets of Prasvishoni.” She shook her head. “With anyone else, I’d be surprised they were being shot at under two hours after arriving in the city. But since it’s you…”

      Jez gave her a jaunty grin. “I know, I know, not many people as hot as me around here.”

      “That wasn’t exactly what I meant,” Ysbel muttered. “Come on, our tech-head is probably worrying.”

      “Tech-head wouldn’t know what to do with himself if he wasn’t worrying about something.” She slipped an arm around Lev and they started up the gangplank.

      Ysbel had been right—when they reached the main deck, the entire crew was waiting for them. Tae looked worried, as always, the scowl on his dark face half-obscured by the tangle of wavy hair he’d shoved impatiently back, which always made him look a little younger than his twenty-odd years. Ivan, beside him, tall and elegant, looked concerned, and Masha managed that pleasant, mild expression that was basically her damn trademark. Even after how long Jez had known her, she couldn’t quite help a little jolt of surprise sometimes at how damn…ordinary Masha looked, with her average brown skin and her average dark hair pulled back in a businesslike rat’s tail, her clothing neat but just rumpled enough not to draw attention. Unless you knew her, that was, and could see the sharp, dangerous intelligence under her pleasant expression.

      Tanya stood with the children. She had long brown hair and skin as pale as Ysbel’s, and her slender build and wistful look made it easy to forget she could kill people with her bare damn hands. Six-year-old Misko was holding her hand and bouncing up and down in excitement. Olya, who was eight, stood beside him. She was clearly trying to look more mature than her little brother, but there was excitement on her face as well.

      “Aunty Jez!” Misko shouted the moment she stepped through the door. “Aunty Jez Aunty Jez Aunty Jez! Did you bring me the cookies?” He let go of Tanya’s hand and pelted across the floor, grabbing Jez’s legs hard enough that she almost lost her balance.

      “Misko, wait to see if your Aunty is hurt first!” Tanya called.

      “Ah, Misko knows the bad guys couldn’t hurt me if they tried,” said Jez, reaching down to ruffle the kid’s hair.

      Olya, who’d followed her brother at a more sedate pace, glanced up at her and raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Really, Aunty Jez? Because do you remember that time when my mamochka had to put like three heat-blast bandages on your leg after you’d gotten shot? And the time when you broke your arm? And the time…”

      Jez shook her head, still grinning. “Ah, that was only because I let them.”

      Olya was still giving her a skeptical look, and Ysbel was hiding a grin. Jez gave a mock sigh. “Alright, fine, gang up on me, why don’t you?”

      “May I ask what exactly happened out there?” Masha’s tone was as pleasantly polite as usual.

      “Well,” Jez drawled, “I figure genius here was right—the damn bastards who were mad at us for basically no reason back on that zestava have friends in Prasvishoni.”

      “When you say, ‘basically no reason,’ I assume you are referring to the fact that you robbed them blind and Tae hacked through and deleted all the data from their systems?” Masha asked dryly.

      Jez shrugged. “Like I said.”

      Tae blew out a breath. “Look. They were weapons dealers, and for once in my damn life, probably, I agree with Jez—they deserved everything they got. But…” He shook his head. “I was hoping they were just local weapons dealers. I was really, really hoping they weren’t connected to organized crime in Prasvishoni.”

      “What does this mean, then?” asked Ivan, his forehead creased in a frown.

      Lev sighed. “It means, most likely, that we need to stay away from the city until we can come up with a plan to take care of this. I’m not sure we’re currently in a place to take on the organized crime infrastructure in Prasvishoni without knowing more than we do.”

      “Lev is right,” said Masha. “We aren’t equipped to deal with this at the moment. And considering tomorrow night is Zimniye Prazdnik, it’s hardly a good time to get into a heat-gun fight in the streets. Our best option, I think, is to head off-planet and take stock.”

      “The cookies?” Misko demanded, clearly too excited to wait.

      Jez sighed. “Hey Misko, I’m sorry. I didn’t get to the cookies before the bastards started shooting at me. I got you this, though.” She rummaged in her bag and pulled out some slightly crumbled honey cake.

      Misko looked it, then back up at her, his face falling. “You said you were going to get us gribochky cookies,” he said in a small voice. It made something in Jez’s chest hurt a little.

      Dammit, she kind of hated being reminded of what it felt like to be a kid and to be disappointed.

      “Yeah,” she said, crouching down to his level. “I know. I tried, I promise. But they were all out by the time I got there and there won’t be more until tomorrow.”

      His lip trembled a little.

      “It’s just cookies, Misko,” said Olya, stepping forward. She took her brother’s hand. “It’s not a big deal. We can always have them another time.” She was clearly putting on a brave face.

      Misko’s lip was still trembling. “But I’ve never had them before, and tomorrow is Zimniye Prazdnik night. And Uncle Lev said how good they were, and Aunty Masha, and Mamochka…”

      “Well, sometimes we can’t always get what we want,” said Olya. “Anyways, last time it was Zimniye Prazdnik, we were living in the prison, remember?”

      Misko shivered. “I didn’t like it there,” he said softly.

      “Yeah,” said Olya. “Neither did I. So we don’t have to complain about cookies, right?”

      Misko nodded dejectedly.

      Tanya looked up at the rest of them ruefully. “Come on, Ysi,” she said to her wife, “I think it’s bedtime for the children.”

      “Mama, I want the bedtime story about the time you blew up a whole spaceship,” said Misko, perking up a little.

      “Well…” Ysbel began, casting a quick look at Tanya, “I’m not sure…”

      “Or how about the time when you told that bad guy that if he didn’t leave our Aunty Jez alone, you would…”

      “Perhaps we can discuss this with your mamochka,” said Ysbel.

      “Or the time that Mamochka took out an entire squadron of police officer bastards…”

      Ysbel glanced at the expression on Tanya’s face and shooed the children ahead of her out of the room. “Go on, you two. And you know you’re not supposed to say that word until you’re older, Misko.”

      “Bastard? But Aunty Jez always…”

      “Go!”

      “Yes, go on, please,” said Tanya. Her tone said she was planning to have a serious talk with Jez in the very near future.

      Jez grinned as the kids allowed themselves to be herded down the corridor towards their bedroom. Then she sighed. “There weren’t any gribochky cookies, I checked. Apparently they basically sell out first thing in the morning this close to Zimniye Prazdnik. We’d have to wait for tomorrow to get any.”

      “I know,” said Lev, sliding his arm around her and leaning in to kiss her temple. “And the kids know it too. They might be a little disappointed, but they know you tried.”

      “I’m certain we’ll make it back here on Zimniye Prazdnik another year,” Masha murmured. “The important thing is that we’re all safe.”

      “Yeah,” said Jez. “I mean, I don’t actually remember ever getting gribochky cookies during Prazdnik when I was a kid. And hell, I left home when I was fourteen. Usually was doing smuggler runs during the holidays, that was our busy season.”

      “It’s not like there won’t be other Zimniye Prazdniki, right?” said Tae.

      It was quiet for a moment. 

      “Dammit, it’s not fair!” Jez burst out at last. “They’re just kids. And they spent their whole damn lives in prison, basically, and they’ve never had gribochky cookies, and tomorrow is Zimniye Prazdnik night, and…” She gestured helplessly.

      Lev tightened his arm around her briefly. “I know,” he said in a low voice. “I know.”

      The silence stretched for a few moments more. Still, no one turned to leave.

      “You’re going to stay to get the cookies, aren’t you?” Ivan said at last. There was a small smile on his face.

      Tae blew out a breath and shook his head ruefully.

      “I mean, getting some cookies for two children hardly seems like the most complicated plan we’ve carried out in the past…however the hell many months it’s been,” said Lev, a trace of resigned amusement in his voice.

      “Getting cookies for two children while the entirety of the organized crime infrastructure of Prasvishoni is trying to kill us, you mean?” Masha’s voice was also wry.

      Lev turned to her, raising his eyebrows. “Are you saying you don’t think we should do this?”

      Masha sighed. “No. I am saying it’s rather foolish. But I’m also saying that never seems to have stopped us in the past, and had I thought about it for five minutes, I would have realized this outcome was more or less inevitable. And…” She paused. “And, I suppose, children should be allowed their gribochky cookies, organized crime notwithstanding.”
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        * * *

      

      Ysbel and Tanya found them in the conference room a few minutes later. Ysbel stepped inside, stopped, and raised her eyebrows. “I thought we were getting ready to go.”

      Jez winked at her. “Yep, we are. We just figured we’d get Misko and Olya some cookies first.”

      Tanya stepped in after Ysbel. “What…” she began. Then she must have realized what Jez had said.

      She looked around the conference room at the five of them, then at Ysbel. Then she looked down, blinking hard. After a moment, she cleared her throat. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice a little thick. “It’s only that I was never able to give them that while we were in prison. This is their first Zimniye Prazdnik outside of prison, and I wanted so badly…” She stopped. “Thank you,” she finished softly.

      Ysbel leaned in and kissed her wife gently.

      “Hey Ysbel, there are private damn rooms on the Ungovernable,” Jez said, grinning.

      Ysbel shot her a flat look, sighed heavily, and turned to Tanya. “Alright, my Tanya, I suppose we’d best find out what these lunatics have come up with so far.”

      Tanya smiled, the expression still a little watery, and nodded, and for some reason Jez had to swallow down a sudden lump in her throat.

      She’d basically always been a little afraid of her parents, growing up. She’d thought that was normal. But…well, dammit, she was glad that Olya and Misko had parents like Ysbel and Tanya. Who, in fairness, were incredibly damn scary, but only to people who weren’t Olya and Misko.

      “So,” said Ysbel, dropping into her seat. “What do you have for us, Lev?”

      He looked up with a wry smile. “As plans go, it’s not particularly sophisticated. However, it should be sufficient, I think.” He pulled up his holoscreen with a map of Prasvishoni. “The local organized crime syndicate clearly already know we’re here. I suspect it won’t take them long to guess where the Ungovernable is. So Tae is going to put up blockers that will scramble their weapons and equipment if they get within a five-block radius of the ship, and Jez has volunteered to, and I quote, ‘make the plaguers regret the fact that they ever heard about my damn ship’ if they get too close; I presume she intends to booby-trap the entrance, but I am leaving that to her discretion.” He paused. “And also, I’m not entirely sure my nerves would stand up to knowing the details. So. That’s phase one.”

      Ysbel nodded slowly. “Alright. So that keeps us alive during the night, yes? But that doesn’t get us the cookies.”

      “That’s phase two,” said Lev, enlarging a section of the map. “Here, if I recall correctly, is the largest Prazdnichnyy market. From all the information I have, and I will remind you that is substantial, there’s a cookie seller here whose cookies are widely considered to be the best in the city.”

      Tanya was biting back a smile. “You researched this?”

      Lev raised his eyebrows. “If we’re going to risk our lives for gribochky cookies, we may as well make sure they’re good ones.”

      “He does have a point,” murmured Ysbel.

      Lev turned back to his map. “By tomorrow morning, we’ll have to assume our friends will be waiting for any of us to step outside Tae’s blocker zone. Tanya, between you and Jez, I think you have the best chance of getting past them and getting to the market. Ivan has volunteered to stay with the children, and the rest of us will provide you with a distraction to give you a chance to get out.”

      Jez grinned and winked at Tanya. “And you’re very damn lucky I’m coming with, because I’ll be the one getting us a ride there.”

      Lev glanced at her in mild concern. “A ride?”

      Jez gave him her most innocent look. “Hey, I’ll bet there are plenty of police officers in Prasvishoni who’d be happy to lend their skybikes to help get gribochky cookies for a couple of kids.” She paused. “By which I mean⁠—”

      “We all know what you mean, Jez,” Tae said, his expression grim. “Look, I’d really like to not have to break you out of prison. Again.”

      Jez shrugged easily, still grinning. “Hell, I figure giving the police bastards a chance to actually do something decent for once in their damn lives is basically like a Prazdnichnyy gift, right?”

      Tae sighed again and pinched the bridge of his nose like he was fighting a headache. Ivan looked like he was fighting a grin, and Lev’s expression was something between worry and amusement.

      “Alright, then.” Lev shut down his holoscreen. “Does anyone have questions?”

      “For a shopping trip, I believe your plan is sufficient,” said Masha. “I’d say I’m very confident in our success except that I’ve flown with this crew for a while now. So I’ll only say that, with a great deal of luck, I believe we may be able to purchase holiday cookies without anyone suffering severe bodily injury.”

      “Without any of us suffering severe bodily injury,” said Ysbel. “Because I’m not going to make any promises about the people who are trying to kill us.”

      “Without anyone who is not trying to kill us suffering serious bodily injury,” Masha amended.

      “Alright,” said Tae, shoving back his chair. “I’ll put up the block around the hangar bay.”

      “And I’ll go make sure that if the bastards try to come in anyways, they’ll damn well start questioning their life choices,” said Jez cheerfully. “Ysbel, you coming?” 

      By the time she and Ysbel returned to the hangar bay, Tae’s blocker was already set. Which she knew, because a squadron of damn police officers who’d been walking down the street had stopped abruptly, frowning, shaking their coms and tapping their helmets as if trying to figure out why their earpieces weren’t working, and then, to her absolute delight, trying with exactly zero success to restart their skybikes. The sight of half a dozen police officers dragging their skybikes after them as they trudged through the frozen streets was a pleasant ending to an altogether enjoyable day.
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        * * *

      

      As it happened, there were only four explosions between the time Jez dropped into the cot she shared with Lev and the time the black darkness of night had turned to the black darkness of a morning in wintertime Prasvishoni. At the first, she sighed and snuggled deeper into the warmth of Lev’s arms.

      He kissed her forehead and murmured sleepily, “Do we need to get up to check on that?”

      “Nope,” she whispered back. “Didn’t want to have to get up in this damn cold, so Ysbel and I made sure we wouldn’t have to.”

      It was still dark outside when they finally got up, but hell, it was always dark in Prasvishoni in the winter—it would be late in the morning before the first reluctant rays of sun oozed over the horizon. They ate a quick breakfast, and then the six of them stepped outside to check on the explosions.

      “Well, it looks like you were right, pilot-girl,” said Ysbel, glancing at Jez. “This did keep them back. Considering if it hadn’t, we’d see pieces of the ones who tried to get through splattered across the buildings on the other side of the street. But I’m very, very certain there will be plenty of them waiting for the first one of us to set foot outside Tae’s blocker radius.”

      Jez sighed happily. This was actually looking to be a pretty damn good day, all things considered. “Alright, tell me when you plaguers are ready and I’ll go find a ride for Tanya and me.”

      Lev’s voice came through her com a few minutes later. “Ysbel’s about to get their attention. You ready?”

      Jez glanced at Tanya, who nodded.

      “Heading out now,” she said, tapping her com. “I’ll be there in ten minutes or so.”

      Fetching the skybikes, it turned out, was a simple enough exercise. When she pulled up in front of where Tanya waited just outside the range of Tae’s blocker, Tanya raised her eyebrows. “No heat-gun blasts? I’m impressed.”

      Jez grinned. “Don’t know why you’d think there would be.” She paused, glancing over her shoulder. “But we should probably get going.”

      Tanya gave her a look. She shrugged. “I mean, apparently there were like three squadrons of police officers who weren’t really feeling the holiday spirit and whatever. I lost them back there, but I’m pretty sure they’re going to catch up in a minute here. So…”

      Tanya heaved a sigh and swung onto her skybike, muttering something under her breath as sirens wailed in the distance.

      Jez glanced over her shoulder again, then turned and gave Tanya a wink. “OK, new plan—I’ll catch you up at the market. Got to give those plaguers some morning exercise.”

      It was five squadrons of police by the time they reached the place Jez waited for them, and she smiled to herself nostalgically as she took off, leaning low over her bike, the freezing Prasvishoni air burning her cheeks and making her eyes water and her teeth ache even through her thick scarf as heat blasts crackled around her. It had been a while since she’d been in a damn police chase.

      She led them down a street, through a couple alleys, popped up over a building, and then turned and headed back in the direction she’d come.

      “Give yourself up and we’ll take you in peacefully,” one of them shouted through their voice amp.

      “Well, I would, but honestly, how slow you’re flying, probably don’t have time for how damn long it’d take you to catch up to me,” she called back, activating the voice amp on her com. “But if you need some flying lessons, I probably could…”

      Heat blasts scorched the air above her, and she grinned and leaned forward, sending the bike careening down the narrow alley. “Hey Lev,” she said into her com. “You ready for us? Because we’re heading your way.”

      “Just give me a second…” he said. There was a muffled explosion in the background and the confused sound of several people cursing loudly. “Alright, we’re ready,” he finished.

      She flipped up the map Tae had sent through to her com with one hand, steering with the other, and took a sharp turn. The police were close on her tail now, and she held back, letting them get even closer. She burst out of the alley and up into the shipping lanes over the street, and the police followed. Then, when she was right above where Lev had indicated on the map, she hit the controls on her bike, letting herself go into temporary free-fall. A patchwork of heat blasts turned the air momentarily visible in the place she’d been a moment before. She hit the controls again when she was close enough to the icy cobblestones below that her boots almost scraped the ground, and the bike coughed and shot forwards. She whooped in delight as the police dove after her and sent her bike straight for Tae’s blocker.

      She pulled up at the last instant, sending her bike shooting skyward.

      The police didn’t.

      From high overhead, she smiled to herself in pleasant satisfaction at the sound of several dozen police officers abruptly and simultaneously losing power to their skybikes.

      A moment later, there was a shout as the local Prasvishoni organized crime syndicate came around a corner and discovered the police.

      Normally, she would have expected heat blasts. Since both parties’ weapons had been completely disabled by the blocker, she wasn’t sure what they’d do next—fistfight, maybe? She grinned.

      “Never mind about the flying lessons,” she called down to the police. “Looks like you haven’t got any bikes to practice on anyways. And also, looks like you might be a little busy there for a bit.”

      She flipped her bike around and started after Tanya.
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      They left their bikes in an alley just outside the market and walked up the small street towards it, their boots crunching in the dirty skiff of snow that lay like soot over the cobblestones. Even from here, the rich smells of sugar and butter and baking and the delightfully sharp scent of alcohol hung heavy in the air. The sounds of people bartering and laughing and the bright colours from the awnings over the stalls made the whole scene look like something she’d expect to see on a small off-world zestava rather than the dreary, cheerless streets of Prasvishoni.

      The sight brought back a sudden flood of unwelcome memories from a long damn time ago, when she was just a stupid kid and still thought the world was basically supposed to be fair.

      She stopped a moment and had to swallow hard. Dammit, they were here to get gribochky cookies for the kids; this was a stupid time to get all sad and crap about things that had happened a long damn time ago, and anyways, didn’t even really matter.

      “Jez? Are you alright?” Tanya’s voice was gentler than usual. Jez blinked hard and pasted on a grin.

      “Yep, I’m good. Just…thinking.”

      Tanya’s gaze was far too perceptive, but she only nodded. “Alright, then. Come on.”

      It only took a few moments to locate the stall of the man selling the little mushroom-shaped cookies, with caps decorated in multiple colours and sprinkled with sugar. There was already a lineup, even this early in the morning. Tanya bought a box full, and then they browsed through the stalls for a bit. Tanya picked out a few small gifts for the children and Jez grabbed a scarf that Lev would probably like, and some crap for Masha and Tae and Ivan and Ysbel, and something for Tanya, too, when she wasn’t looking. She looked at the gifts dubiously, but hell, she’d never really done this before and she honestly didn’t know what sort of things people gave each other for gifts.

      “Are you finished?”

      Jez turned to find Tanya standing at her elbow. She forgot sometimes how quiet Tanya could be when she wanted to be.

      “Yep.” She grinned jauntily.

      Tanya glanced at the bag and narrowed her eyes. “You paid for those things, right?”

      Jez gave her an offended look. “‘Course I did.”

      Tanya raised her eyebrows.

      “Well, I mean, I paid for most of them.” She reached into the bag and extracted a bottle of alcohol. “Didn’t pay for this because I saw the damn bastard selling it throw a rock at a street kid. So I thought…” She shrugged.

      “Ah,” said Tanya, amusement in her voice. “And all you did was take that?”

      “Well, OK, maybe I took two of them. And maybe I dumped the other one over the electronics on his damn skybike,” Jez conceded.

      “Good,” said Tanya. “Let’s go, then, before our friends stop fighting and decide to come find us instead.”

      The ride back to the Ungovernable was uneventful. Tanya radioed ahead to Tae, who took the blocker down as they approached, and Lev, Ysbel, Tae, and Masha waited for them a couple blocks out from the ship.

      “Well?” asked Ysbel as they came up. “Did you get them?”

      Jez and Tanya pulled up on their bikes at the corner and slid off. Tanya took the bag of gifts she’d bought the children to show Ysbel, and Jez sauntered over to Lev. He was waiting for her, smiling that soft smile that always turned her insides to mush, and he pulled her in for a quick kiss. She kissed him back, and maybe she didn’t exactly hurry about it because hell, it had been basically forever since she’d last kissed him. Three hours or so at the very least.

      When she pulled back, he was watching her with that mix of affection and hunger that made her entire body feel warm.

      “Hey, genius,” she whispered in his ear. “Ysbel keeps telling me there are private rooms on the Ungovernable. You want to…”

      The explosion shook the street.

      All six of them looked at each other. Then they sprinted around the corner to the bikes.

      There was nothing left of the place where the bikes had been but a large crater in the street. A handful of rough-looking people stood around the scene of the explosion, grim satisfaction on their faces, and one of them pulled out a heat gun as they rounded the corner. He was smiling, but it wasn’t a nice smile.

      “Unfortunately for you, we happen to know all the police around here. You might say we have a bit of a partnership. They gave us the tracking on your bikes, and then it was just a matter of waiting for you here until the blocker came down.”

      Tanya’s already pale face had gone a shade paler. Now, she looked up, meeting the man’s gaze. “Those were gribochky cookies for my children,” she said.

      There was something in her voice that, if Jez was on the other side of it, would have made her suddenly very uncertain about her prospects of surviving the next five minutes.

      The man frowned. “I think your bigger concern should be the fact I’m about to kill you,” he snapped. “Now…”

      Tae was scowling down at his com, tapping something quickly. Now he glanced up, face grim. “No,” he said. “I don’t think you’re going to kill anyone. Because I just put the blocker back up.”

      The man made as if to fire the pistol.

      Nothing happened.

      His face went suddenly very pale.

      Ysbel looked at the assembled group of criminals, her expression even flatter than usual. “Do you know how much time my wife spent getting those cookies?” she asked. Her tone was conversational, if the conversation had been about dismembering someone with a dull gutting knife.

      “Um,” said the man who’d been holding the heat gun, his voice suddenly much less certain. “I’m certain you can buy some more.”

      “They’ll be out by now.” Tanya’s voice was solid ice. “My children are waiting for me to get back with gribochky cookies for tonight, and I will have to disappoint them.”

      The man swallowed visibly.

      “I don’t like people who upset my children,” said Ysbel. “And I don’t like people who upset my wife. And you have done both just now.”

      The man seemed to be trying to shrink down into his coat. The people standing behind him were now huddled together into a tight mass of regret.

      Lev turned to Masha. “Well,” he said pleasantly, “I suppose if we have to go back and tell the children we don’t have gribochky cookies for them, at least we can tell them a funny story about what happened to the people who blew their cookies up.”

      “Wait!” the man said desperately.

      “Yes?” asked Tanya. Jez hadn’t honestly realized someone could put that much menace into one word.

      The man swallowed again. “My…my father taught me how to make gribochky cookies. I…I could probably…”

      “How long will it take?”

      Honestly, Tanya could basically teach classes about how to make death threats out of phrases that really shouldn’t sound threatening at all.

      “I have a stove in my apartment,” one of the men in the back volunteered nervously.

      “We have people all over the city,” said a woman. “If I call in an emergency
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