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      Tessa had been up on the bridge reading all morning, mostly to escape the noise and people down in the commons and the kitchen area. Wasn’t that she didn’t like everyone aboard, even as her new passengers were turning into something of a longer-term gig than she’d originally imagined.

      Some days, however, they were all breathing her air, and that was a mite much to handle, so she’d evicted her husband and taken the co-pilot chair with her Personal Analytical Engine and a pot-boiling bodice-ripper scroll some previous passenger had left behind. Even going into town to buy something new for the ship’s library had sounded like too much work.

      Instead, she’d closed the forward shades three-quarters for a bit better ambiance than the bright, noonday sun of Newhall’s Astoria, and read after breakfast.

      She’d been sitting too long. Stiff. Had to go pee. Gonna have to face people.

      She uncoiled the spring on her Analytical Engine and slipped it into a handy drawer for later. Wasn’t the first time she’d read this one. Hadn’t been that interesting then, either. Enough to while away the time.

      But she’d needed to move about for a bit. Got her lazy ass up and headed down the stairs to the rest of the ship. Paused in her quarters for personal relief, then meandered farther aft, past the McLarens each reading on their own, fancier Analytical Engines, brought with them from the Arles Region. The gravitational center of civilization so far from the Hawkswold Sector where Tessa lived.

      They both looked up and nodded, but she kept going. Tea sounded good about now.

      Which was how she found her husband Fin, bent over the big dining table, humming to himself and studying some map Tessa didn’t recognize. Huge, maybe a meter tall by two long and not contained in the usual three-ring binder where nav records of every star system were usually kept.

      Auntie Maru, Tessa’s real aunt Marusya but everyone called her Auntie these days, was sitting nearby, sipping tea. She had a look in her eyes like a lifeguard over a pool as Fin worked. Never a good sign. From the sounds, Wyatt and Laney were aft in the cargo bay lifting weights and spotting each other.

      Tessa went ahead and got the makings for tea.

      Fin didn’t even look up at her.

      Steeped it and stood there, looming beside him.

      He finally sniffed the air and turned to her.

      “Oh, hi.”

      She rolled her eyes in his general direction, exactly matching Maru doing the same.

      “You’ve been out here the longest,” Fin continued, standing up now and stretching with creaks like she had. “Ever hear of a planet named Lacot?”

      Tessa supposed that she had been in this space more than anyone else, mostly because you couldn’t ever get a straight answer out of Wyatt Nakada to that question. He liked having that ambiguous and maybe compelling mysterious backstory.

      Tessa assumed old bench warrants for traffic fines or something.

      Still, she sipped her tea and considered Fin’s question. And how he associated her with a particular smell of tea. Then she realized that nobody else aboard drank that flavor.

      Huh.

      Her husband was weird. Lovable goofball who was happily kept, but weird.

      “Lacot?” she asked. “Hawkswold Sector?”

      He turned back to the paper on the table and a finger came down on a spot.

      “According to this,” he said. “But I’ve checked my books and don’t see any coordinates or references to it.”

      That seemed to cause the gravity of the ship to shift, drawing her over to stand next to him.

      Starmap, but all on one big page, so every system had a right ascension, declination, and distance from the capital at Beaumonde. With at least one extra she’d never heard of.

      Lacot. Way the hell out on the perimeter of a Periphery sector, which meant the middle of bloody nowhere as far as that went. Out near the edges of known and explored space.

      Humanity was largely centered on the Arles Region, containing Lorastir’s newly enlarged Empire, plus Ergrove, Inleah, and a variety of much smaller nations. Outside that, a bunch of tiny places, generally removed from the core, about half of which were either owned or dominated by Ergrove these days. Even Chen, well beyond her own home in Zaddinul, was having trouble keeping Ergrove merchants and adventurers from messing things up.

      Lacot was nowhere. Utterly nowhere. Nobody even close.

      Tessa set her tea down off to one side and bent over to get a closer look, unsurprised when Fin’s hand found her bottom.

      “Keeping you from falling over,” he nodded with wide-eyed helpfulness.

      “Uh huh,” she grunted.

      Auntie was back to rolling her eyes, with a wider target now.

      The map was old. Had that old paper, musty smell and starting to yellow with passing decades. And the lettering had been done by hand. Good hand, but this thing had never come out of a printer, mechanical or electronic.

      There were other stars out there. This slice of the galaxy was pretty dense, compared to the gaps on either side of the arm. At the same time, none of the neighbors were marked inhabited or even explored.

      Just Lacot, out there alone in the darkness.

      She stood up, again unsurprised that her husband kept hold of her bottom. It was a nice bottom. She walked and worked out enough to assure that. He liked to touch it to remind her how much he appreciated it. She pretty much always rolled her eyes at that.

      She didn’t tower over him, but still stood a hand taller. About ten centimeters. He was a little short. She was a lot tall. Skinny guy, athletic girl, with his sandy blond hair a little long to go with a precisely trimmed mustache and Van Dyke and a ready smile. Blue-green eyes.

      Tessa was Vlikine originally. Back before that tribe had largely been wiped out by Zaddinul nobles looking for new planets to own. Dark olive skin. Wide, flat face. Black hair. Dark eyes.

      Scars, but only some of them were visible.

      “Thoughts?” she asked.

      “Snipe hunt,” he replied with a knowing nod.

      Her confusion must have shown.

      “Maybe it’s a real place,” he nodded. “Maybe this map is out of a fantasy book or something, and they added a make-believe place, like Barakzir, where your legendary King Fyodor would come back from in Zaddinul’s time of need. That sort of thing.”

      Fantasy was right. King Fyodor hadn’t ridden up with his magical sword to save Zaddinul from Lorastir. Or anybody else.

      Tessa was hard pressed to say if it would have made any measurable difference in the lives of anybody but the wealthy nobles. The serfs had just changed masters for the most part.

      “M’kay,” she nodded back at him.

      “So one of these days, maybe we get a job that puts us out there and we can swing by and see if it really exists,” Fin said brightly.

      “Where’d you get this?” she asked.

      “Laney found it in a book she found in town,” Fin said, maybe a little defensively. “A real book, in a junk store down at the left end. Book was nothing but old Ergrove love poetry, badly written, but somebody had folded up this map and stashed it inside. Shopkeeper didn’t want the book that bad, and hadn’t found the map, so she bought it and brought it here. Asked me to look at it.”

      Huh. Sure, weirder shit had happened. And Tessa vaguely knew of the shop Fin was referencing, though she and the crew were fairly new to Newhall and the town of Astoria outside the port. Up until recently, Last Stand had been mostly based out of Alfann and Weinsefeld Docks.

      New world. For everybody.

      “Should I ask around about a cargo that takes us in that general direction as an excuse?” Tessa asked.

      She liked the way Fin’s pretty blue eyes lit up at that. He never asked her for much. Man wanted to fly more than anything in life, and it had gotten him all the way out to Hawkswold Sector and away from his safe, pretty home in neutral Inleah.

      Tessa nodded and leaned down to kiss him. Last job had paid pretty well, so they were even a little ahead on things around here, plus a mass of paying passengers.

      And she hadn’t had anything approaching a vacation in years. A ship like this always needed maintenance, especially as old as it was. Plus, it was Zaddinul manufacture, so parts were hard to find, due to weird styling and measurements compared to Ergrove standards. And a Zaddinul soul, so sometimes a pain in the ass, but it would never surrender.

      Rather like someone else Tessa knew.

      “I’ll go talk to Bao Li and see what she might be able to find for us,” Tessa assured him. “You and Laney maybe head into town and see if you can find anything else that might help solve that mystery while we’re gone?”

      “On it,” he said, immediately moving to fold up the map then stash it in the book she’d ignored earlier, sitting out of place on the dining table.

      Auntie Maru immediately rose as well, mug in hand, nodding as if to say she would have the engines and systems ready to go, if Tessa decided to depart after dinner.

      She had a good crew. And good passengers turning into friends.

      It was a little weird, but maybe, just maybe, things were turning in her favor finally.
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      “You want to go where?”

      Tessa had been expecting the blowback from Bao Li. Woman was a fixer and a broker. A local power broker in Astoria and the whole Newhall system. And even seemed to like Tessa, though beyond sharing a gender, Tessa would be hard pressed to say why.

      Unless moxie counted.

      “Parth,” Tessa repeated. “Got some business out that way and it would be nice not to have to deadhead the run.”

      Bao Li’s restaurant was a top-notch place, but absolutely dead this afternoon. Private club, which was a nice way of saying gangster establishment where tourists weren’t allowed in, with expected bribes for cops and health inspectors to generally leave the woman and her staff alone.

      Bao Li was in her usual booth, with Tessa across from her enjoying an iced rum sour and the requisite bouncers close in case they needed to bodily throw Tessa out the front door.

      “There is nothing in Parth, Captain Sladek,” Bao Li assured her. “Hell, I’m always amazed when I find out that there are still people living there.”

      “Why’s that?” Tessa asked, curious.

      “Hot and dry, even in the nice parts,” Bao Li nodded. “Too close to their star. Fools tried to raise grain at one point, but you got to move a shit ton of a cargo like that to be profitable. No mining worth a bag of beans, because iron and nickel are available in any damned asteroid you want to waylay. What are you really up to, Sladek?”

      “I’d rather not say, ma’am,” Tessa replied a bit evasively, unsure if she would set herself up for ridicule or competition, were she to tell the woman anything approaching the truth. “As I said, headed out that direction, hoping to find a cargo to offset my daily expenses. If they’re farmers and miners, maybe some secondhand luxury goods you want to move for gold-plated prices?”

      “Hell, they don’t have the gold to afford anything,” Bao Li laughed. “Unless you want to convert your whole cargo hold to hauling grain. And most of that is hauled in ships with cargo bays bigger than Last Stand.”

      Tessa shrugged. Sipped her lovely drink. Ice meant the total amount of alcohol involved was barely enough to count. Mostly moisture and flavor, which was good enough.

      Tessa had never developed expensive tastes.

      “You’re serious, aren’t you?” the woman asked after a moment.

      Tessa nodded. Words unspoken here wouldn’t be tools against her later, so she kept her mouth shut and smiled.

      “Okay, let me look around,” Bao Li said after a moment. “Doubt you’d do more than break even on something like that, but as you said, the alternative is a deadhead run.”

      “Thank you kindly,” Tessa said.

      She took that for the dismissal it was and slipped out of the booth, standing between the big bruisers and nodding to Qulu Azad, Bao Li’s executive assistant. Or whatever she
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