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      Follow the light. Easy enough. 

      Davin tracked the cherry glow with both hands, cupping the dot as it drifted up and down, left and right. Curls and sudden dips, the captain had’em all. At least until a long descent had Davin flipping over himself, floating as he was in the Jumper’s middle bay.

      A modded out old freighter with its share of stories, the Jumper provided an even-keeled float from Jupiter’s red-gold domination to where they were now, somewhere about interstellar kissing distance from Luna, from Earth.

      Its hero would look a little different this time.

      Davin completed the flip, did a mock bow to his physical therapist, a black-and-silver orb named Puk. The bot, not much larger than a basketball, blinked the red light off.

      “You’re progressing,” Puk said, injecting some of that AI cheer. “I estimate you’re at⁠—”

      “No estimates,” Davin said, lunging for one of the handles spaced throughout the ship. The Jumper’s greasy gray-and-green panels embraced the function over form argument, as should anything built for space travel. “I’ll be good enough.”

      “Good enough for what?” Phyla, the Jumper’s primary pilot and Davin’s squeeziest of squeezes—a term, if he said it aloud in her presence, would earn him a hard slap.

      “Adventure,” Davin said, kicking off the wall to head towards Phyla.

      The kick came with a new sensation, a buckle and extra press as the leg braces boosted him along. The jolt came as a disconcerting reminder. Davin had, over the several weeks’ travel time from Jupiter to Earth, come to ignore his braces. Their constant pressure no longer threw him off, instead adding mass to his movement, helping his fried and fractured muscles jump, kick, and hold form like they used to.

      “Forever?” Davin had asked Roddy when the mechanic first slapped them on. “I gotta wear these things all my life?”

      “Don’t know, Davin,” Roddy replied. The guy still sent his eyes everywhere, bumped into things as he learned how to roll with zero-G. “I’m not a doctor.”

      “But you built these?”

      “Because Fournine said we should,” Roddy put up his hands as a frown slid over Davin’s face. “Look, the AI’s right. It’s what all the videos say to do when you’re recovering from hits like the ones you took.”

      The argument had about as much spice as the nutrient goop wallowing in the Jumper’s freezers, but Davin accepted it for one reason: Phyla told him to stop being a baby.

      Less easy to get over were the hardened patches along his chest and side. Seals slowly repairing laser and shrapnel marred skin from the last awful hours on Ganymede. Those bandages would eventually turn green and pop off.

      Until then, anyone lucky enough to get a look at Davin naked would see a patchwork man.

      Thankfully, the only person with that kinda luck stood right before him, reaching out to catch his floating approach.

      “I think we should try again,” Phyla said when their hands gripped. She stood as much as anyone could without gravity, on the walkway as Davin hovered over space.

      “Getting a little old for kids, Phy.”

      She sighed, but smiled in that special way she saved for Davin.

      “Alissa.” Phyla dropped the delight. “Eden’s all over Earth. I don’t want to stay here a second longer than we have to.”

      “You’re just nervous,” Davin said. “Once I flash this smile, the whole planet’s going to be begging for my time.”

      “Says the man currently marked as the top terrorist in the solar system.”

      Davin whistled. “The top spot’s mine?”

      “Since they took Alissa off it, yeah.”

      Now there was a question. No big broadcast the Nines had caught during their trek mentioned Alissa’s capture, death, or other horrible fate. She’d simply disappeared from the list, a broadcast blasted along standard comm frequencies every time a ranking changed. The only explanation Davin had found was, well, that she hadn’t done anything awful for a while and Eden had bigger priorities.

      Because Eden controlled almost everything now. Not all that long ago, the company had just been large. A mega-corp doing its part to own humanity. Now, with its grip over military, space, and most colonies off Earth itself, Eden was the de facto ruler of modern civilization.

      Which made ’em, naturally, the bad guys.

      Not everyone met the big expansion with flowers and kisses. Alissa Reinhart, already a plucky fighter for the outer colonies, swept up the discontent and morphed it into actual resistance. Armed pushback against Eden’s grasping hands.

      David and Goliath stories tend not to work out the way the first one did. Alissa’s people had pluck, hell, she had a few Nines working for her, but moxie couldn’t shoot lasers, couldn’t build battleships. Outclassed, outgunned, and tricked—Davin liked to forget the part he’d played in all that—Alissa’s rebellion found itself blown apart.

      And Alissa herself? The shining star meant to guide billions to freedom from corporate crap? She’d gone ghost, even while her lieutenants adopted guerrilla tactics and made Eden’s life miserable.

      So miserable the big boy wanted to talk truce.

      But Alissa still didn’t show. Eden wouldn’t accept anyone else’s signature on the proverbial dotted line, leading to a slow slide back into the knife fights on moons around Jupiter and Saturn.

      And, eventually, Davin’s crew was stuck with the task of finding the missing leader. Find her, get her to sign the peace agreement, return things to sanity. A cakewalk job for a bunch of mercenaries turned cargo haulers turned, now, branded criminals.

      They had, at least, proved Alissa still lived. Talked to her, even, before they’d blasted away from Jupiter. There, after performing some skullduggery on Alissa’s behalf, the Nines used their good graces to extract a promise: get to Earth and Alissa would meet with them, explain the whole song and dance.

      Except Earth wasn’t, you know, an exact address. The planet crawled with cities, and those cities with people. Davin wasn’t about to bop from one creaky mall to the next hoping to spot Alissa standing in line for coffee.

      But if she didn’t reply, what other options did they have?

      “You can’t bail,” Phyla said as the pair floated into the Jumper’s four-seater cockpit. The two-by-two affair had that lived-in coziness, padded seats soaked in sweat, stress, and a few celebrations. “Opal would shoot you.”

      The old-school sniper might just do that. Opal packed more baggage than Davin in this fight, having done some devious death-dealing back in her Eden employ. She’d leapt at a leadership role in Alissa’s rebellion, only to find her ships shot out from under her. Hard to roll with a bad turn like that, but Opal feasted on vengeance like Davin feasted on scrambled eggs. She’d be fine so long as Davin helped get some Eden goons in her crosshairs.

      The easiest way to do that would be getting Alissa on the comm. Wherever she was, Eden’s flunkies would be too.

      A call out the cockpit brought back the same nothing as before. A static hiss. Davin and Phyla stared at the console, willing it to change. Beyond, out the sloping glass shield, Earth’s blue shape spun, thumb-sized. At the moment, the Sun lay off to the left, its blasting light a constant annoyance going in this direction.

      Like trying to fly with a flashlight pointed at your pupils.

      “If she doesn’t answer, what do we do?” Phyla asked. “With your friend chasing us, turning around won’t be easy.”

      “We could duck him.”

      Captain Heath Swane, an android apologist and Eden scuzzball. Despite getting turfed to tacky assignments after Davin and the Nines proved androids were more dangerous to keep around than dump on the scrap heap, Swane nursed a grudge into a retread. When they’d met outside Jupiter, Swane sought to use Davin’s execution-by-new-android as a PR stunt, to rescue his own career and rid his nightmares—Davin assumed, anyway—of the Nines captain in a single shot.

      Things hadn’t quite gone Swane’s way, and now he trundled after the Nines at busted-old-frigate speed.

      “I didn’t get back into this life to be hunted again,” Phyla replied. “If Alissa can’t give us a way to stop Swane, I say we take it into our own hands.”

      “I love it when you get aggressive.”

      “And I love it when you keep it together, because we’ll need your best, hotshot, if we’re going toe-to-toe with an Eden frigate.”

      A suicide mission, that, and they both knew it, barring a little cheat code in the cargo bay. The Nines had one functioning version of Viola’s secret toy on board, a ship-disabling miracle device with a simple counter. If Swane didn’t know the dodge, the Nines might be able to score a sneaky victory.

      If the Eden captain read his mail, though, the Nines would be toast.

      “Team meeting,” Davin said. “We get the group together, like we always have, and pick a path.”

      “This was easier when it was just you and me.”

      “Yeah, but our decisions generally concerned which nutrient goop packets to eat.”

      “There wasn’t a good choice then, either.”

      Davin made the call and a full seven, eight with Puk and nine if you counted Fournine, the Jumper’s converted android AI, meandered into the ship’s middle. Like Davin, Viola—Vi—floated in tentatively, her torso and left arm still wrapped up in heavy, ointment-soaked bandages. Her eyes wore the puffy smear that came from pain-killing drugs.

      Roddy wasn’t much better. Both had been lit up by lasers—much like Davin—during the raid on Vi’s homestead. Roddy at least kept the wounds to his extremities, and the legs at that, two of a human’s least important bits in zero-G. If Vi could barely carry herself, Roddy lugged a toolbox with him, as if this explained his place in the crew.

      Merc and Opal drifted down together from the mess, where they’d been enjoying a meal nobody envied. The two had fast-tracked their romance, dialed it up thanks to constant near-death days. Davin respected their back-and-forth dialog, and the way both could turn an enemy to ash and laugh about it later.

      Relationship goals.

      Mox had already been in the center when Davin called the meeting, working out his exoskeleton’s joints. All the carbon fiber woven into his muscles looked cool until you realized how much work it required to keep functioning.

      A greasy hinge was one thing, an arm that wouldn’t move was quite another.

      “That’s the situation,” Phyla concluded, holding serve with Davin’s lungs still raw. “We give Eden the business, or we go hunting for Alissa.”

      “Do we have any leads?” Roddy asked. “Back on Ganymede, we’d get big ideas all the time and realize we had no idea where to start.”

      “The frequency. We can track where we hooked into it last. It’s not exact, and Alissa might’ve moved in the, oh, three weeks since we spoke last. But that’s what we’ve got.”

      “I’m all for knocking out some Eden teeth,” Merc said, ditching an Opal handhold to scratch the back of his head, “but even I think we’re going to die fast running up against Swane’s ship.”

      “Seconded,” Opal added. “You’re saying he runs a ragged shop, but he’ll have us outgunned twenty to one. You fly back at him, you drop us first.”

      A harsh start, but that’s why the team meetings existed. Davin didn’t run a dictatorship. The Nines had always been come and go as you please and as you profit.

      “That leaves Earth, then,” Phyla said. “We try to get to the ground where Swane can’t find us, then dig up Alissa’s last known location.”

      “And pray,” Mox grumbled.

      “And pray,” Phyla agreed.

      Vi coughed, winced. “Do we know she’s still alive?”

      Silence. Eyes meeting each other, surfing the floor. Davin tried to think of something inspirational to say, but nothing bloomed. He blamed his own painkillers.

      “Don’t be dumb.” Fournine’s voice came from everywhere, lancing out from the Jumper’s loudspeakers with a sardonic slant only a body-less robot could provide. “Your odds against Eden’s frigate are basically zero. Your odds of finding Alissa, while not much higher, are not zero. The answer is obvious. But perhaps not to humans, who seem so incapable of smart decisions.”

      Davin pointed a single finger up towards the ceiling. “You heard the android. Objections?”

      “I’m here to end this war,” Mox said. “Getting killed by an Eden ship isn’t going to do that.”

      Nods, murmured agreements followed.

      “Done,” Phyla said. “I’ll try to get us to Earth. You all think of back-up plans in case that doesn’t work.”

      It didn’t work. Back in the cockpit with Phyla, Davin watched as she beamed out a permission request. Earth’s flight control rejected it immediately, beaming back that the Jumper and her crew were wanted for all manner of nefarious crap and they should turn themselves in at the nearest Eden station.

      Phyla had Fournine draw up a digital middle finger and send it back.

      Throttling down the Jumper, really just flipping the ship around so its engines would slow their arrival, Phyla put her hands behind her head and looked Davin’s way.

      “Told you,” she said.

      “So the obvious is out,” Davin replied. “We can be clever.”

      “If clever means flying through Earth’s defense force, then I think you’re using the wrong definition.”

      “I think there’s more than one way to get down there, is what I’m saying.”

      Back when Davin had first met Mox, the hulk had only just acquired his metal machination. Spurred on by vengeance, Mox had broken the rules and made some risky moves, ones Davin took as a sign that Mox matched the Nines’ temperament. Part of the deal to bring Mox into the fold, though, meant realizing that revenge.

      And the target had snuck onto the Moon through some more subtle channels.

      “Not going to work,” Mox said, still in the Jumper’s center, still greasing up his rig.

      Phyla elected to hang in the cockpit, keeping an eye out for any harassing patrols. Since contacting Earth, the local space would likely know sooner rather than later the Jumper and her wanted crew were around. The need to jet off or fight back might be imminent.

      “You’re about to tell me the Moon’s tweaked their procedures, right?” Davin asked. He lay on his back, floating about a meter off the ground. Almost like laying in his bed. “That they’re so good at monitoring traffic now, any sneaky play is foolish.”

      “Right.”

      “So foolish a Centurion couldn’t get us through?”

      Mox threw a narrowed glare Davin’s way. “I want a life to go back to, Davin. Not sacrificing that.”

      “If you don’t, then we have to dive down Earth-side. You know those odds aren’t good.”

      “You’re pinning me.”

      “It’s what I do best.”

      Mox grumbled. Squeezed some oil onto a cloth and rubbed it along his left leg.

      “Lucky you have friends like me,” Mox said as he finished.

      “Luck, or design?”

      “I’m gonna design a new shape for your bones if you don’t float your ass away.”

      “Appreciate you, Mox.”

      Luna’s foremost former Centurion came through with a series of tight-band calls to the Moon. Thankfully, if there was one thing Lunar folks despised more than anything else, it was Eden. The company had ravaged the lunar economy, removing its gray plains as the kick-start to space travel by building orbital stations everywhere.

      All because Luna wouldn’t allow Eden to buy up vast swaths of its dusty regolith.

      Mox took the conversations private, refusing to deliver names and details to anyone. Phyla and Davin waited outside the cockpit, sliding door shut, for Mox to appear with coordinates, docking codes, and a new name.

      “Stardust Swill,” Mox said. “That’s what we’re calling the Jumper while we’re on Luna.”

      “Not much of a change,” Phyla replied.

      “It’ll be enough,” Mox said. “We land, we leave, they’ll keep her sealed off.”

      Phyla issued one of her patented suspicious stares. “Sealed off how?”

      “Evidence,” Mox said, a slow grin. “We’re criminals, right? Luna’s gonna keep our stuff locked away until we get caught or turn up for a trial.”

      “And if we want to leave?”

      “We gotta clear our names first. That’s our ticket in, and out,” Mox replied. “Either that, or give Eden enough trouble Luna thinks we’ve earned it.”

      “Phyla,” Davin whispered, “this is the only deal we’ve got. We take it.”

      “You’re telling me to leave my ship. I’d better get it back.”

      

      The pilot’s words took on a sharper edge when she repeated them two days later, when Phyla and Davin were the last two hopping down the Jumper’s ramp into a dusty, near-abandoned docking bay on the Moon’s dark side.

      A motley bot collection waited to greet them, a remote-monitored skeleton crew meant to keep the two berths available for emergency landings. Tight ovals hollowed out in the gray sand, the berths lit themselves up in orange for the Jumper’s approach, and now shifted their spectrum to a pleasant blue-white as the Nines moved into the bay proper.

      Davin told the crew to pack light—as if anyone on board had enough stuff to do otherwise—and the shambling collection looked more like wayward tourists than a hardened mercenary company.

      At least if you ignored the hidden holsters, the long backpacks just large enough to store a rifle or, in Davin’s case, a particular energy-blasting shotgun.

      Mox’s Centurion subterfuge served not only to get the Nines onto Luna, but also to secure them transport. The enclosed rover would be picking them up shortly, then would ferry the Nines to one of Luna’s couple cities. From there, find a way to forge some IDs and sneak onto Earth.

      Simple.

      So simple, Davin actually napped while they waited in the bay’s small terminal. The vending machines here, so isolated, held only water and, yes, nutrient goop. A disappointment so profound Davin could do nothing else save find one of the soft plastic benches and spread out. The rest seemed more interested in stretching muscles gone so long without even a hint of gravity.

      To each their own.

      Phyla’s hand squeezing his shoulder pulled Davin back from oblivion. It’d been a nice oblivion too, free from worry, pain, dreams, anything. The look on Phyla’s face said there’d be plenty of stress, at least, in the waking world.

      “Our ride’s close,” Phyla said as Davin blinked sleep from his eyes. “They brought friends.”

      When Davin was the one making snap changes to plans, things were good. When someone else did it, well, Davin snapped open his bag and hauled out Melody.

      “Any coffee in this place?” Davin asked as Phyla checked her rifle’s power pack.

      “Powdered,” Phyla replied.

      “I’ll take it.”

      “Then get it yourself, captain.” Phyla nodded back towards the doors to the Jumper’s bay. “I’m getting back on board to get her ready. Have a feeling we might need a quick exit.”

      The other Nines had themselves hustling too, gearing up for a fight that hopefully wouldn’t be necessary. Then again, Davin’s history tended to be filled with unnecessary fights.

      This one turned a whole lot worse when, powered coffee in hand, Davin saw Phyla stalk back from the Jumper’s bay, raw anger etching lines across her face.

      Davin called the Nines together with a whistle and Phyla gave the unfortunate update: the docking bay doors were shut, the Jumper sealed in.

      “Can’t blow our way through?” Merc said.

      “These aren’t thin,” Phyla shook her head. “We’d need artillery.”

      “Then we’re assuming those speeders coming in aren’t friendly?” Opal asked, her look angling towards Mox. “Thought these were your people?”

      “They are my people,” Mox replied. “They’re also Luna’s people.”

      “They’re cowards then,” Roddy said. “The only people after us are Eden, which means they’re rolling over for⁠—”

      “For their lives and everyone on the Moon,” Davin finished, putting a hand on Roddy’s shoulder to quiet the kid. “It’s a bad call, but I get why they might be making it.” His crew leaned in a bit to hear the whispered words, prompting Davin to clear his throat before he started in again.

      This was supposed to be inspirational, and a captain gasping his way through a pep talk wasn’t exactly that.

      “We set it up right,” Davin said. “Positions. Make sure these Centurions know a fight’s going to cost them, and while they’re thinking about it, I hit ’em where it hurts.”

      “You will not shoot them,” Mox said, the tone brooking no argument.

      “Don’t worry, big guy,” Davin replied. “Shooting’s not what I have in mind.”

      The Centurions swept in on their speeders, encircling the docking bay. The Moon skiffs all had a couple flimsy turrets on the top, enough capacity for five and a pilot. Twenty Centurions in all piled out, suited up for vacuum, their crimson capes drifting down as they came through the facility’s lone airlock.

      Standing there, looking decidedly less flashy in his burned out coat, wraps and patchy, torched hair, was Davin. Mox stood alongside him, law-breaking exoskeleton on full display. Sure, the Centurions had granted Mox an exemption back when he played for their team, but now?

      A full ten fanned out before Davin and Mox, the other half taking the speeders to positions around the facility. Davin only knew this because Vi fed the details into his ear. With Mox’s door-busting help, the engineer had the base’s sole office and its attendant systems at her fingertips, including area scanners.

      Truly a blessing to have a technical wizard on the team.

      The lead Centurion, denoted by gold fringes on her cape and around her crimson uniform, strode forward. Rifles hung on one side, short spears on the other. A striking look, though a bit grand.

      Not that Davin would ever say such a thing out loud.

      The Centurion touched the side of her helmet with black-gloved fingers, the visor whisking away to reveal the serious face so often worn by people who valued duty over everything else.

      Davin wanted to ask if she woke up every morning believing the fate of the universe was at stake, but held his tongue.

      Authority figures liked opening things up their way.

      “Davin Masters,” the Centurion spoke with bold certainty, a judge delivering a verdict, “you are under arrest, as a⁠—”

      Davin sighed, loud. “I’m gonna stop you there. Can we do some intros? Feel like it’s not fair, you knowing me, me not knowing you?”

      The Centurion’s eyes flicked to Mox, her mouth tightening. Her hand went towards the spear, which, Davin noticed, included a power pack built into its handle. The thing could probably send him into shock at a touch.

      So Davin waved a hand.

      A tiny blue dot appeared on the Centurion’s forehead.

      “Let’s keep it friendly, shall we?” Davin asked.

      The Centurion noticed the dot, or rather, the rifle creating it, and moved her hand away from her weapons. The other nine, thankfully, followed suit. Davin could feel their glares, could imagine the curses, the plans whistling through their comms.

      “My name,” the Centurion said, “is Commander Ferra Latrice, and you are making the biggest mistake of your life.”
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      Not even Mox could keep his composure at that threat. The man laughed, a low roll that echoed around the otherwise quiet facility.

      “Commander Latrice,” Mox said, “do you know who you’re talking to? This man has made more devastating mistakes than anyone I’ve ever known.”

      “He’s not wrong,” Davin took the wheel back. The bluster was starting to take a toll on his lungs, so he’d have to end the party here. “My deal’s a simple one, makes us all look good. You give us one of your speeders, we take off. You get to claim you found this place empty, but you scored our ship.”

      Did it hurt to give up the Jumper? Always and deeply, but Davin couldn’t see the Centurions stripping it for parts. Mox always claimed the Lunar police were reputable, honorable. A helluva thing to trust with the ship that’d been his home for decades.

      But life kept pushing him into these decisions.

      Latrice glared Davin’s way, her fire giving a clue she wouldn’t impinge her honor by making deals with wanted men.

      Thankfully, Opal wasn’t some novice who needed permission to take a shot. Latrice went for the draw, a light flashed, and the Centurion leader found her pistol missing the bottom half of its barrel, a dark line running along her leg where the laser scorched the uniform.

      “Nobody needs to die, commander,” Mox said after looking at Davin and seeing the captain’s finger pointing at his throat. “This is an easy out.”

      Latrice fished her broken pistol from its holster, ditched it on the ground like a dead thing. She turned back to her Centurions and for a long breath no sound made its way to Davin. An earpiece aficionado himself, Davin figured there were hot takes spitting back and forth among the red capes.

      Time to nudge them a bit further.

      “Latrice,” Davin said, mustering past the pain, “The Jumper’s AI will detonate the ship if you shoot us. It’ll blow the building apart, taking you and your team with it.”

      Latrice held up a single finger, turning back Davin’s way.

      “You say you’re here to hurt Eden?” Latrice asked.

      “Definitely.”

      “And you won’t tie what you’re doing to Luna?”

      “Not planning on it.”

      Latrice searched Davin’s eyes for lies. There were none to be found.

      

      The Lunar surface looked much like Ganymede’s, all crater-pocked. Unlike Ganymede, though, the first half of their journey across the regolith zipped by in darkness. Davin, resting in a chair behind Phyla’s helm, admired the view through the bubble glass.

      “You get this in the Jumper all the time,” Roddy said, next to Davin. “Why is this so much better?”

      “Not better,” Mox answered, watching the stars like his captain. “Different.”

      “Something beautiful seen from a different side’s still beautiful,” Merc added.

      The fighter pilot and Mox held down the speeder’s middle, while Opal kept her eyes out the back. The sniper’s rifle hadn’t left her hands for more than a few seconds, but now she sensed Merc looking at her and threw him a grin.

      “Usually she’s watching me,” Merc said with a happy shrug.

      Vi sat on Roddy’s other side, already asleep. An easy move given the soft, bouncing ride as the speeder’s microjets kept them aloft. It’d be an hours-long journey too: while Latrice and her group came from a closer domed town, Mox wanted to make for the capital directly.

      More contacts, more options.

      “And better doctors,” Mox argued. “Eden will find us. You need to be ready.”

      “Vi too,” Roddy added, ever protective.

      The crew had kept watch, but so far there was no evidence Vi had anything other than friendly affections for the man. Roddy followed the fairy tale playbook, seemingly smitten with the childhood crush now returned to his life. Vi seemed happier to have back-up scrubbing out the Jumper’s air filters.

      For his part, aside from amusement on a long, dull trek from Jupiter to Earth, Davin didn’t give two craps. What people did, who they loved, wasn’t his concern unless and until it messed with his crew’s performance.

      Thus far, Roddy hadn’t let the love blind him to the daily drudgery, so Davin let it lie, closed his eyes, and let the speeder’s gentle recyclers soothe him to sleep.

      You want a picture of life off Earth? Think small corridors. Simple white lights. Cramped boxes made for efficiency and little else. Nutrient goop by the liquid ton. Constant vibrations and thrums rolling off devices keeping you alive.

      Luna defied all that. Or, at least, tried its damndest to make it look good. Flush with cash from mining and space operations, Luna’s modest beginnings died as its population grew, throwing curling majesties up before Davin’s eyes. Domes many times higher than the squat functionaries on Ganymede spiked towards Earth. Speeders, courier bots, people in their masses shuffled between destinations interlaid with hardened trees, grasses, bone-white tile. Musicians busked, fresh-made food wafted by, and confidence suffused it all.

      These weren’t scared, desperate scrappers on humanity’s edge but ordinary civilians. People who expected their lives to go on without gunfights, catching asteroids, or catastrophic failures.

      “Always found it boring,” Merc said as they disembarked the Centurion shuttle. The fighter pilot helped Davin out into the crowded bay where, already, docking officials were throwing them expectant looks.

      Speeders needed to be in and out here, not sitting in slots. At least Latrice had held true to her bargain: she’d given them a Centurian pass, allowed them several extra hours to get away before she’d report the speeder stolen.

      “If,” Mox had said during the ride. “If it gets reported stolen. No Centurion wants that on their record.”

      “Yeah, except she had a bunch of witnesses,” Roddy said.

      “Not a one will rat her out. They all want to see Eden hurt.”

      Given Roddy’s stunned look, Sandeer must’ve not had that loyalty in his fly-by-night operation. The Ganymede bartender had roped in a motley fool collection, tasking them with sabotaging Eden’s gradual control in small ways. Not too hard to imagine someone in that group, with little back-up and a lot to lose, folding under Eden interrogation.

      Davin, for once, kept that opinion to himself. Roddy hadn’t ever been off Ganymede. No sense calling the kid out. Davin suffered his own hard education when he’d left Vagrant’s Hollow, trading picking pockets on Miner Prime for running cargo and contraband across the solar system with crews ranging from slapdash to straight up murderous. You learned a lot leaving the nest, best let Roddy figure it out himself.

      The Nines split off from the speeder. Phyla, Opal, Roddy and Merc hauled belongings—one thing made much easier in low-G—off to find somewhere to stay. A hotel that didn’t ask too many questions, below the Eden pay grade.

      Mox, meanwhile, would escort Davin and Vi somewhere for real medical attention. Or, at least, as real as they could get without identity verification.

      If the Luna surface sparkled with refracted rainbows, artificial weather, and the promise of interstellar utopia, its undercity told the steel truth. Davin, Mox, and Vi headed down on a wide escalator, past the tram level and deeper into the tunnels.

      “Feels like home,” Davin said as they stepped away from the churning blue-metal steps and out into a greasy, steamy square.

      People, always people, sprawled around them. At first glance, a mistake Davin saw so many make when entering Vagrant’s Hollow, you could believe they were being lazier than their upper level counterparts. Some appeared to be lounging, others walking slow from spot to spot. Look closer, though, and you’d realize they were all hustling harder than their buddies up top, and for less reward.

      “Eden sent me to Luna plenty of times,” Vi said as Mox led them off a tunnel to the left, past a loan outlet and a cheap lab-spun kebab joint. “Not once did I come down here.”

      “We hide it,” Mox said, not shading the words with any shame. Luna needed tourism to survive, the undercity didn’t boost it. Them’s the breaks. “We need it, but we don’t like to admit we do.”

      “I tell that to Phyla all the time,” Davin added.

      “No wonder she’s constantly pissed, you ass,” Vi replied.

      Puk, drifting behind them, let out a low beep. “You never say you need me, Vi.”

      The engineer rolled her eyes, leaned a little more on Mox’s helping arms. “Help, I have a robot with self-esteem issues.”

      “You’re a good bot, Puk,” Mox said.

      On the right, in a scattershot sparking glow, Mox’s destination came into view. A red cross, that symbol of health and help, undermined somewhat by the signs hanging in the front windows advertising all sorts of questionable treatments for all sorts of questionable prices.

      “Where the hell are you taking us?” Vi asked.

      “You need something done without anyone knowing, you come here,” Mox said. “We’ve let them operate for years, because it’s better than having criminals die in the streets.”

      “I’ve seen worse,” Davin said, pressing the call button next to the locked doors. “This place, on Io? Literally carved out of a wrecked ship. Used the old reactor for its power. Flip the wrong switch and everyone would go boom.”

      Instead, a charming robotic voice greeted them, said there were openings, and asked the trio to leave their weapons outside in the lockers provided. Once the three did so, the doors unlocked, swung open, and the nose-killing scent of formaldehyde and rubbing alcohol welcomed them in.

      No lobby, just a double-wide corridor heading straight to a T intersection and a large screen. Price-grabbing posters dominated the walls on either side, screaming for this or that drug, this or that procedure: new limbs, nuclear anti-depressants, memory killers to keep nostalgia from gripping you too hard.

      Not a single one bothered with disclaimers, with legalese. This, too, felt like home. Where everything was a risk, the only question was how much you could take.

      “What a lovely place,” Vi said as they walked, Davin leading and Mox bringing up the back. “How many organs will I be donating today, I wonder?”

      “If they take any, I’ll destroy them,” Mox said.

      “Your angry vengeance makes me so happy.” Vi topped off the words with an eye roll.

      “As happy as the prices?” Davin said, reading the screen. “I think we can actually afford these.”

      Not that Davin, if he really thought about it, was poor. Years working mercenary jobs, hauling cargo, and that blissful hero-of-Earth sponsorship cash infusion made sure his accounts were buttery smooth. That said, medical care had a tendency to torch even the healthiest accounts, which was why the Nines used to employ a doctor.

      Getting patched up on the run was so, so much cheaper than a hospital visit.

      “They skimp enough on the decor to cut costs somewhere,” Vi said. “Which option are we taking, and can we pick it soon? The painkillers are getting soft.”

      Of the offerings, the comprehensive review and repair offering seemed to fit the bill. Davin double-tapped it, let the computer scan his restored wristlet from the Jumper’s stock, and the screen chirped an affirmative when the payment was accepted.

      “I’ll be back,” Mox said, turning to leave. “Have some people I should see while I’m here.”

      “Leaving two wounded warriors behind, eh?” Davin asked, but before Mox could follow up, a hand tapped Davin’s shoulder.

      Going by the horrified look on Vi’s face, Davin squared up his stomach for the turnaround. Goggled yellow eyes looked back at him, the apparatus bleeding back into a three-spike red hairdo and down into an outfit looking more at home at a butcher’s shop than a clinic. The man had a wristlet in one hand and a syringe, loaded, in the other.

      “Hello, hello,” the man said, his voice as sing-song as decades sucking smoke could make it. Various addictions made their presence known on the man’s visible skin, trails and bruises, yellowed patches. “Welcome to the best clinic this side of the shade.” The man peered past Davin, clocking Viola and her expression. “Oh, don’t worry. Looks aren’t everything, especially down here. I find it’s helpful, as a physician, to try everything my patients do. Helps me empathize. Bedside manner. You understand.”

      “Do I?” Davin asked.

      “Well, you will.” The man stood aside, waved them through behind him. “The name’s Jarris Posey, and you’re in the best hands Luna has to offer.”

      “Davin,” Vi said, “we really doing this?”

      Ignoring Jarris’s goggled grin, Davin held out a hand to Vi. A braced hand, one whose every move crackled inexpert stitching, tugged at burned blisters still rippling over his body.

      “We’re already wrecked, Vi,” Davin said. “It can’t get much worse.”

      “A great mindset to have, my friend.” Jarris nodded. “Never fear, though. Our treatments are second to, well, many, but none nearby!”

      Davin and Vi followed Jarris into the clinic’s bowels, which catered to the privacy offered by the front. Every room in the gridded out place had slate glass coating the entrance, blacking out the insides. Patient details, all anonymized, splayed across the glass. Things like heart rate, temperature, ordered drugs and scheduled procedures listed out in ways clear enough to suggest some skill was, in fact, at hand here.

      Vi’s breathing slowed and her snide comments disappeared.

      “I know, the front is deceptive,” Jarris said, “but we keep it that way for a reason. Our patients expect privacy, skill, and reasonable costs. We deliver all, as you’ll see.”

      See, they did. Jarris dumped Davin and Vi into neighboring rooms, and within moments a combination of bots and masked personnel went in and out. Davin, lumped onto his bed, had his clothes tossed off in favor of a cream gown. The half-assed stitches were ripped away, replaced with strong salves. They stuck oxygen onto his face, had him breath deep while a whirling, blinding bot sliced and diced into his lungs. Torched tissue was scraped away, blisters were popped and repaired, and even older injuries, like a lingering bone bruise in Davin’s left knee, had their causes removed.

      And how long did this take? Davin couldn’t tell. It all passed by in a fog, a bedazzling drug cocktail that had him swirling through past, present, and various futures without ever setting foot in any of them.

      If there was a constant impression in that mental miasma, Jarris was it. The man kept poking in, those yellow eyes snapping Davin’s slapdash senses back to the present. Jarris would lean in close, as if counting Davin’s nose hairs, then pull back and nod. After this happened several times, with the nod growing more vigorous, more excited each instance, Davin saw Jarris again with shadows. The blurred forms didn’t come close enough to take shape, but hung in the doorway.

      When Davin finally gathered enough consciousness to wiggle his toes and feel his fingers, neither Jarris nor the shadows were there. Only a single, forlorn medical bot.

      “Feeling well?” the bot asked as Davin blinked at its corroded gray, spindly form. An oval approximation of a face had been staked, like a scarecrow, at the top of the spindle, and it stared down at Davin with a fixed smile. “Your vitals are good.”

      As if vitals were the only thing that mattered.

      But, Davin was almost ashamed to say, he was feeling better. His lungs didn’t rasp with every breath, though they felt sore in a good way, like an overworked muscle. Looking down at himself, Davin saw healthy, fresh skin where blisters once marred, clear lines free from stitches. Some new scars, yes, but those were inevitable.

      The medical bot kept talking, running down the list of treatments, procedures, and, as Davin sat up, recommended therapies.

      “How much?” Davin asked as the bot finally came to a close. “No way what we paid covered all this.”

      The bot had Davin hold that thought till it could summon Jarris, who confirmed that all the treatment fell under what Mox paid for.

      “A ridiculous deal, I know,” Jarris said, giving Davin an apologetic shrug. “A smart man would adjust the terms, but I am only an honorable one. Nothing to do except get you and your friend back on the streets.”

      “S’pose not,” Davin replied, and with nary a handshake and a hustle, he and Vi were escorted out the clinic’s side door.

      Melody and Vi’s pistol waited for them, overseen by a pleasant bot in the narrow alley otherwise occupied by trash bins and a weak orange light.

      “Better?” Davin asked Vi.

      “Like a new woman,” Vi replied, though she scrunched up her face as she said it. “I don’t really know what they did, or how, but it worked?”

      “If we didn’t have Mox’s guarantee, I’d bet on it all falling apart in a day.” Davin slung Melody over his shoulder, checked his wristlet and confirmed the team’s chosen hotel. “As it is, I’m sure we’re full of illegal juice now.”

      “Just what I always wanted.”

      Davin threw her a sidelong glance as they left the alley, headed back towards the escalators. The team had found a place up on the surface, near an Earth shuttle port. Not a far walk, though Davin figured the hop-steps would be good for his lazy muscles.

      “You’ve bounced around a bit now, Vi,” Davin said, the Luna street around them busy in the early morning. Shopkeepers, deliveries getting ready for the day. “Done the daughter duty, the corporate gig, and played mercenary for a while. You have a favorite?”

      “Guess which of those didn’t involve getting shot?”

      Davin threw a dart. “Being the daughter?”

      “You’d think so, but I shot myself plenty with my experiments. Not with full strength lasers or anything, but you know how it goes.”

      “Again, do I?”

      As they crossed the courtyard, both stumbling here and there while they reacquainted themselves with bodies not riddled with damage, busted tendons, or broken minds, Vi rattled on about her projects. Perhaps it was a childhood growing up in a similar sketchy place, but Davin picked out the trio fast. They lingered near the boxed-in entry to the escalators, sucking on jolt sticks. Their eyes were up, watching, not like the ground-bound glares from the working class shuffling through. The real people down here, they’d be busy keeping themselves clear of trash, would be walking a route memorized by days doing nothing but. These three? These three were hunting.

      “—then I tried spooling up the battery to two hundred percent, and you should’ve heard my father when I blew out our entire circuit board,” Vi was saying when Davin held out his arm to catch her latest hop.

      “Let’s go right,” Davin said. “The next escalator’s not far, and it’s closer to the hotel.”

      “But it’s so grim down here.”

      “Then treat it as an education in class capitalism.”

      “Okay, dad.”

      They swapped directions, cutting between a donut’n’coffee spot and a scrap dealer. Luna, playing to the day-night cycle, had its lamps shading blue-gold for the dawn. Someone in the donut shop played news radio loud enough for the voice to spill into the street: Eden’s stock shook up thanks to conflicts with Galaxy Forge.

      Good.

      Less good was that damn trio. Davin caught their reflection in the donut shop’s glass windows, their shadows glaring off as they left their post and bounce-walked in Davin’s direction.

      “You’re being so quiet,” Vi asked, “what’s up?”

      “Do me a favor,” Davin said, “keep talking like you were. Don’t stop moving.”

      The three tailed them with purpose, but not urgency. When Davin and Vi left the courtyard, hit the side-street proper with its packed capsule housing burrowed into the sloping sides, the followers didn’t speed up.

      And if you weren’t worried about catching your prey, it meant you already had’em trapped.

      Vi’s story cadence went erratic after Davin’s ask, the tales veering into nonsense, cutting off and starting up again without connection. She could fight under pressure, could repair a ship as the enemy blew it apart, but Vi was no spy.

      Oh well. Neither was Davin, and in another minute, it’d be time to blow this charade.

      While they walked, Davin’s fingers played on his wristlet, pinging the team their location, the situation. Replies were fast, with Phyla chipping in that she’d like to lay someone out after the frustrating flight from Ganymede.

      “Davin?” Vi said, finally taking a look at her wristlet. “What’s happening?”

      “Another day in our storied lives, that’s what,” Davin replied. “Keep your hand near the pistol.”

      Up ahead, the street and its houses bent to the left, curling along with the moon’s surface. Around that bend came a quartet matching the first three in slick gray-black outfits. The tones unremarkable, the clear eyes and bulges where weapons would be very much the opposite.

      In seconds, Davin and Vi would be surrounded. By whom, he didn’t know, but he could guess why.

      Before they’d hit the Moon, Phyla had joked about Davin’s bounty, about how much Eden would pay for the Nines captain alive.

      “More than we ever made taking contracts,” Phyla said. “How about that, hotshot?”

      “Can I turn myself in to collect?”

      “No, but I’m thinking about it,” Phyla said, throwing a look around their quarters on the Jumper. “Could get this place a facelift.”

      To his left, some poor sap opened his capsule, heading out to work, to live.

      “Sorry, buddy,” Davin muttered. “Vi, follow me fast.”

      Davin bounded towards the door in a sharp hop, nearly colliding with the dude, whose face was buried in his own wristlet.

      The sap, a squat sort with struggling reaction time, barely managed a yelp before Davin pushed him back inside the capsule, Vi following behind. The engineer knew enough to shut the door without Davin asking.

      “Who are you and what do you want?” the man asked as Davin unlimbered Melody and pointed the weapon in the guy’s face. “I’m not rich.”

      “You have a basement?” Davin asked, looking out the front window as the seven goobers assembled in the street.

      “Yeah?”

      “Get down there and don’t come up till we’re gone,” Davin said.

      When the man tried to protest, Vi added her pistol to the mix. “Now’s not the time for questions. Do what he's asking, please.”

      Something in Vi’s tone, something that didn’t sound so cynical, so dried, tried, and dead, convinced the man to stop the blubbering and vanish down the capsule’s stairs.

      Otherwise the capsule held true to its name, a narrow single room holding the kitchen, the couple meters dedicated to a screen and a chair. Steps going up to the lone bedroom and a lavatory stuck in between.

      And people thought living on a ship was bad.

      “What’re we going to do?” Vi asked as Davin confirmed no back door, no alternate entries.

      “Ever been in a siege before?”

      “No?”

      Davin double-checked Melody’s power pack, nodded out the window. “They’re gonna come to us, and we’re going to make them regret it.”
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