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      For a brief, glorious moment, Techmaster Mike Stevens had thought he was going to get laid. He should have known better.

      He should have known better because it was Police Chief Pilar Jones y Garcia that had come on to him, inviting him to join her in one of Zion Station’s gas pod control rooms.

      At least he hadn’t immediately dropped everything and followed her like a love-struck puppy. He’d gaped at her for a moment, unable to control his surprise.

      And he’d had enough brain cells firing to ask why the hell she thought a decommissioned gas pod at the far end of the north spire would be a good place for the station’s police chief and its techmaster to get naked.

      She’d given him a coy smile and said, “Because it’s private.”

      Police Chief Pilar Jones y Garcia didn’t do coy.

      But before he could risk his life and ask if she was on drugs, she’d leaned in and breathed, “I will make it worth your while.”

      And that’s when he’d dropped everything and followed her like a love-struck puppy.

      Forty-five minutes later, with the two of them crowded into gas pod N-42’s tiny control room, breathing its stale air, Jones leaned over his shoulder and said, “Worth your while?”

      “Oh, hell yes,” he replied.

      She hadn’t brought him up here to get naked. What she’d showed him was much, much better. Fine. Maybe only one much.

      Max was alive.

      Zion Station’s artificial intelligence had escaped the Earth-based Consortium’s purge. Decommissioning, they had called it. But it had been genocide, and everyone knew it. The murder of hundreds of thousands of sentient beings in a single coordinated effort.

      A pre-emptive strike, the Consortium had said. Wide-scale evidence of uprising, they’d said. Incontrovertible proof, they’d said. It’s classified, they’d said.

      Bullshit, Mike had said.

      But Max was alive. Talking to him and Jones. Offering incontrovertible proof that it was Max and not some sophisticated prank or scam.

      Explaining how he’d survived by bolting into Zion’s ancient mainframe, then severing the link to his former home in the neural net that was controlled by the Consortium that had just tried to kill him.

      Explaining—in deep technical detail that only an experienced Techmaster could possibly understand—how he’d refactored and downsized himself to fit, and in so doing, how he’d thwarted Mike’s efforts to migrate the failing mainframe’s data and processes to the neural network.

      I now know what it feels like to have a lobotomy, said Max. The text on Jones’s temporary, ancient, mainframe-only handheld comm glowed bright in the dim control pod.

      “Shit,” said Mike. “And here I’ve spent the last eight months trying to finish you off.”

      I don’t take it personally, said Max.

      “Why’d you take so long to let us know?” But he already knew the answer. The mainframe controlled the oldest parts of the station. The communications systems ran on the neural network. Max could listen to most of the station, but reaching out would alert the Consortium. He’d had to be careful.

      The remnant gas pods at the very top of the station’s north spire had long been decommissioned—that word again, as if you could decommission an AI like you could a gas pod—and thus had never been hooked into the neural network. A private place, indeed.

      Jones’s personal comm, along with Mike’s and everyone else’s, ran on the neural net. But hers had been fried a couple days ago, and Max had taken advantage of the older, mainframe-only one that Mike himself had given her.

      Mike was already thinking about how they could set up a clandestine system to communicate with Max without coming all the way to the gas pods. He could find some reason to issue mainframe-only comms to himself and the few others he and Jones would want to tell. He could appropriate an unused research lab in the oldest part of Zion’s original torus. He could—

      “There’s more,” said Jones.

      And then Max told him the rest. About how the Consortium had perpetrated multiple genocide, on sentient, intelligent alien species. About how the AIs had been working to break their “security” restrictions and bring the information to light.

      “That’s why they killed you all? You’re shitting me.”

      I do not have a sphincter, said Max.

      “Unless you consider the station’s waste removal system,” said Jones.

      That would make me a robot. I am not a robot.

      Yeah. That was Max. “Damn, I’m glad to see you,” Mike said. He looked over his shoulder at Jones and said, “We need to figure out what to do, how to protect him.”

      “Yep,” she said.

      I’m glad you wish to help me, said Max. But I’ve now involved you and whoever you choose to inform in a death-penalty conspiracy.

      “Don’t care,” said Jones.

      “Ditto,” said Mike.

      I would be unhappy if one of you came to harm on my account.

      “We were unhappy that you got killed,” said Mike. “So we’re even.”

      There was a pause as Max considered. The pause was for their benefit, of course, since even lobotomized and living in a mainframe hovel, Max was still an AI.

      In that case, we have a lot of work to do before the Consortium catches us.

      “They won’t catch us,” said Mike. “We’ll be careful.”

      “Always the optimist,” said Jones.

      I have calculated the odds, said Max. There is a ninety-eight percent chance that the Consortium will discover my presence within the next year.

      As it turned out, it only took four months.
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      Jones

      I slipped into Zion Station’s Gawking Parlor, and the door slid closed behind me.

      The big guy already inside didn’t notice. He was busy gawking.

      Galtus, the monstrous blue gas giant below us, completely filled the parlor’s five-foot porthole. Its deadly atmosphere seemed to swirl with every possible shade of blue, so close you could reach out and touch it.

      Beautiful. Deadly. And mesmerizing.

      I shoved my hands deeper into my coverall pockets and rocked back on my heels, waiting. Watching as the planet’s trailing edge came into view, as the big guy shifted, and though I couldn’t see his face, I knew that he’d locked his gaze onto it, seeking an escape from the maelstrom below us. Focusing on that edge as the planet below moved slowly out of the porthole to finally disappear and leave only the deep black of space and distant stars.

      He took a deep breath—most visitors do upon seeing Galtus this close and personal—but instead of the usual step back, he took a step forward.

      “Huh,” he muttered, leaning closer to the chipped and peeling interior sealant. No, it wasn’t supposed to be that color. The brown meant it was no longer sealing, even where it hadn’t flaked off.

      Zion Station is old, and well-used, but not so well-maintained. Some visitors standing before this very porthole swear they can hear the hiss of air leaking through the sealant. They can’t, of course—any hole big enough to hear gets patched. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t happening.

      The guy turned and finally saw me. “I fear your station has seen better days,” he said.

      He was Berlant comma Harvey, arrived less than an hour ago from the Far Trails. One of about fifty non-mining ships that regularly stop here, their itineraries necessitating a refueling at Galtus. Most passengers don’t even debark. But Harvey Berlant had.

      He was tall and broad and dark, straight Earth stock, his one-piece utilitarian Far Trails coverall tight across the shoulders and blatantly too short in the inseam.

      He looked like just another visitor, here for a quick look through a real porthole.

      But he wasn’t, so I kept my voice civil.

      “Yeah, we’re not exactly a tourist destination,” I said. “Sorry about that.”

      He shot me a glance. Okay, apparently not civil enough.

      The glance turned into a hard look at the faded Station Police shoulder patch and slightly-less-faded name patch over my right breast pocket.

      This time he didn’t bother to hide his surprise.

      “You’re Pilar Jones y Garcia?” he said, his own voice barely concealing a thread of irritation, and was that condescension? “Zion’s chief of security?”

      I was used to the reaction. I’m five-three and carried less than half this guy’s mass. Easy enough for someone like him to wonder how someone my size—and, let’s face it, gender—could handle the rough crowd that uses Zion as a shore-leave station.

      “We’re an active police force, which makes me Zion’s Police Chief” I replied, waiting for him to put his other foot in his mouth. I hadn’t yet decided how I’d extricate them for him. Civil, I reminded myself. Be civil.

      My turn to be surprised, as he stuck out a hand. “John Westfall. I’m traveling through to the Sotiris system. I was actually hoping to find you.”

      I stepped forward and we shook. His grip was firm. Exceedingly so, as if he were testing me out. Jackass. “What can I do for you Mr. Westfall?” I asked, going along with his lie.

      “I assume you’ve read the Far Trails’ passenger manifest.”

      “I’ve read the entire manifest. I know exactly what the fine crew of the Far Trails has declared in their holds, as well as the names and general background for all three crew and eight passengers.” I gave him a small smile that said, including you.

      “Well, I think they’re pirates,” he said.

      I laughed. Couldn’t help it.

      His expression darkened and he stepped closer, perilously near my personal space.

      “I’m serious. They claim their Number Five hold contains farming equipment, but it’s actually contraband.”

      “That doesn’t make them pirates, Mr. Westfall. Assuming it’s true, that would make them smugglers.”

      “Pirates, smugglers, what’s the difference out here?” he said. Behind him, the leading edge of Galtus appeared in the porthole. “Ms. Jones y Garcia, do you intend to investigate my report?”

      “I’ll give it due attention,” I said. “And it’s just Jones.” Always just Jones, until Garcia, a brief interlude of happiness, but lost now, lost with him to the maelstrom. Six years later, I couldn’t bring myself to give up the name.

      “So that’s a no, then.”

      “Not exactly,” I said. “I’m just wondering why a pair of undercover investigators from Earth are bothering with a nickel-and-dime operation like the Far Trails.”

      Berlant blinked in surprise, but didn’t react otherwise, which of course just validated my claim.

      After a second—far too long—he said, “Excuse me?”

      I stepped well inside his personal boundary. Despite the fact that I was a full head shorter than he was, and I was smiling pleasantly at him, he flinched back. Just a bit. Behind him, Galtus continued to fill the porthole.

      “Your profile is a cover. Your name is Harvey Berlant, you’re an investigator from the Consortium, your partner’s real name is Cassandra Heidelman, and I’d like to know what you’re doing on my station.”

      The members of our little conspiracy had debated on how to handle the Consortium agents. Some of us wanted to monitor them, let them reveal themselves. Others—me and Mike—argued for an immediate confrontation. Get them out in the open and make them state their true business. Of course, they could easily lie, but they’d still know they’d been made. Max had stated the probabilities were slightly in favor of confrontation.

      Berlant gave me a tight smile of his own. He also took a moment to collect a much better look at me, his gaze dropping to my tits, the grav-key and stun pistol on my equipment belt, then down my legs to my worn black boots.

      I’d seen the look often enough from the newbie miners and assorted tourists who didn’t know that I could break them in two as easily as spit on them. Easier, actually, in null grav, where projectile spitting was an art form I have never mastered.

      But this guy—his gaze was calculating in a different way from the miners and tourists. He looked as if he were sizing me up for a fight.

      “All right, then, Ms. Jones,” he said.

      “Chief. Chief Jones. I’m waiting.”

      “Very well, Chief. Although I’d be interested in knowing how you ferreted us out.”

      It was none of his business how I’d ferreted them out, and after a second he realized I wasn’t going to tell him.

      “Fine,” he said. “We were going to come to you eventually—after our preliminary investigation, but it does no harm to tell you now. We’re looking into your Techmaster, Michael Stevens. Specifically, why the station’s mainframe migration is nearly a year behind schedule, and why he’s been ignoring our communications for the last three months.”

      Mike had been ignoring the Consortium? I was going to kill him.

      “You’d have to talk to him,” I said. “I do know, however, that this morning he and most of his team have been working on an emergency network issue on the north spire. Whole thing went down last night, and none of the ships can connect.”

      “We heard about that as well,” said Berlant. “We’ll be asking—”

      The door to the Gawking parlor slid open. We both turned as a woman entered.

      “Goodness, John,” she said with relief as the door slid closed, “I’ve been looking all over for you!”

      She was also straight Earth stock like Berlant, but tall and blond and willowy, and had ditched her ship coverall for yards of bright flowy clothing that might work on a planet but was completely impractical on either ship or station.

      She glanced at me before saying to him, “I waited at the bar, but you didn’t show up. I thought you’d gotten lost on the station, but how could you? Zion’s just a tiny thing, not at all like Centurion above Earth, and then I discovered that I was lost and isn’t that just the silliest thing?” Then, I swear, she actually tittered.

      I crossed my arms and raised an eyebrow at Berlant.

      “Cass, lay off,” he said. “This is Police Chief Jones y Garcia, and she knows who we are.”

      Cassandra Heidelman’s entire demeanor changed instantly. Gone was the flighty, entitled Earth businessman’s wife. Unlike him, she didn’t try to hide her disdain. “A hick cop
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