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      From this height, the salvage yard looked like a giant metal reef made of broken ships. Most of the detritus was down near ground level, but a few ships — like the Falcon I was climbing — rose above the rest.

      My link back to Tiger Lily chimed. "Captain de Mure, you seem to be experiencing physical distress. Can I offer any assistance?"

      If Tiger Lily could actually do anything other than sit on the ground and develop new hardware failures, I wouldn't be here. "Thanks, ship. I'm just trying to work out how to do this without dying."

      The ship's computer paused for two seconds, then spoke again. "Without Dying is a stunning new serial from the producers who brought you Without Fear and Without Shame. Available now —"

      Ugh. I needed to root out the latest adbot that somehow got through my filters. "Cancel message. Ignore vitals for…" Decisions, decisions. Was it better to listen to Tiger Lily warn me I was experiencing physical distress every thirty seconds until I finished this thing, or tell it to ignore me for the next five minutes and hope I didn't fall and need it to dispatch medical help? I looked down and swallowed. "Ignore vitals for two minutes."

      "Ignoring vitals for two minutes."

      "Thanks, ship."

      When it was new, this Micklage Falcon III had been a thing of beauty — a smoothly curved hull covering a body meant to ferry two hundred passengers comfortably between the stars, with enough hold space for cargo to save a planet or make the owners rich.

      But the Falcon was no longer new. From the damage, I assumed it had run headfirst into the ground. Probably pilot error. Or they hadn't patched the guidance system, which came down to the same thing. Everyone knew you had to be careful about the guidance system upgrades on the Falcon.

      The ship's name still remained, etched into the metal between the image of a woman's spread legs. Petals of Desire. Classy. I could feel the irregularity of the metal through my gloves. Everything above mid-thigh had been obscured when the Falcon had lost its battle with gravity.

      After the flames had died down, the port authority had removed the cardinal crystals and any bodies recognizable as such, then scraped up what was left of the ship and dumped it in the salvage yard. Here it would slowly finish its decay, a sad end to a once-beautiful ship. Anyone who needed a spare part could pay the yard fee for their mechanic to come in, wander the mounds of damaged ships, and spend days working to get to something that might or might not work.

      Or they could pay the yard a higher price and a puller like me would go get it for them.

      (Here's a tip: the money you save by doing it yourself is eaten up by port fees in less than a day. Don't be cheap. If you make the bonus high enough, a puller might even climb 40 meters up a hull to get into an otherwise inaccessible section.)

      I really hated heights.

      My comm suddenly squawked to life. "Rosey!" Wolf's laughter was loud enough to cause distortion. "You up there sightseeing? Should I bring a picnic basket and join you?" Someone who didn't know him might think Wolf was just checking on a fellow puller. Why did it have to be Wolf working this morning? Most days, Indica worked the early shift with me, and even if I didn't understand why she wanted to stay on this planet, we got along well and helped each other out. But no. It had to be Wolf.

      My death grip on the edge of the hull was the only reason I didn't make an obscene gesture. "Just planning my route, Wolf. Don't you have other parts to find?"

      "Nothing pressing. I could sit and watch you all day." He laughed again, the angry edge he usually tried to hide peeking out. Wolf was mad I'd grabbed this job. "You're looking a little stuck up there."

      Most of the time I didn't bother with the dangerous rush jobs, but this was going to pay enough to furnish the galley on my ship. I was tired of eating cold reconstituted emergency rations. I could do this. I just needed to get through this crack in the hull and somehow get five meters sideways so I was in the nearly horizontal upper section… instead of falling 40 meters through the interior to the ground.

      No problem.

      Except I wasn't sure I could let go of my current handholds to move.

      Wolf laughed again. "I might need to round up everyone to watch this."

      That did it. Dying would be preferable to listening to Wolf. I swung my legs up and through the opening. At least this way, if I fell to my death then Wolf wouldn't be able to see it.

      My feet met empty air.

      There should be shelf racks or seats bolted in this area. Momentum carried me down, and I slid over the edge into the ship until I was hanging from both hands, legs flailing wildly. It was too dark to see anything until my vest light switched on and lit up the area.

      No shelf racks. No seats. I'd ended up in some sort of huge workout space, with a treadmill and dance harness. Who put a custom interior in a Falcon?

      But as long as they hadn't put a big door directly under me, I'd only fall a couple of meters. Then I could make my way into the forward section.

      I looked down.

      "Captain de Mure, you seem to be experiencing physical distress⁠—"

      "I know, I know!" There was a wide gap in the interior wall beneath me, and it opened into a void where my light didn't reach. "If I die here, find someone to feed the cat."

      A moment of silence as my grasp weakened on the edge of the hull. Then the computer said, "Feed the Cat amuses and entertains! Five stars! I laughed so hard I cried tears of —"

      I lost my grip and fell.
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      Two meters down, my arm brushed against something soft and I grabbed it so hard my gloves creaked. My descent slowed, but I was still falling… until I came to rest and started to go back up.

      I'd grabbed the dance harness.

      I bobbed up and down as my vest light played over the smoke-damaged interior and Tiger Lily nattered on about some entertainment I would never see. After my forearms had stopped tingling from the surge of adrenaline, I cleared my throat. "Ship? Cancel message. Ignore vitals for five minutes."

      "Ignoring vitals for five minutes."

      Without the voice of the computer, I could hear the sounds of the ship around me. Air whistled past the breech in the hull, metal softly pinged as it expanded in areas exposed to the sun, and the clamp fastening the dance harness to its frame creaked every time I moved. From the port next to the salvage yard, I heard a short-range drive kick in — a Hummingbird based on the sound. We didn't see many Hummingbirds in the yard; they were too small. When they crashed, there wasn't anything left to salvage.

      The harness smelled of smoke; Petals of Desire hadn't been sitting here long, which was good. Another year exposed to the elements and the fabric of the dance harness would have decayed and I would be 40 meters below. I pumped my legs, angling toward the forward section.

      On the fourth swing, my boot grips engaged with the bulkhead, and I stood up.

      Here's another tip: if you get fired from your piloting job and dumped in the middle of nowhere, make sure you're wearing your boots when you go. (Grabbing the ship's cat was not an entirely rational choice, but I don't regret that one either.)

      Now I just needed to pull the artificial gravity module, disassemble it enough to get the part I needed, and somehow get back down to the ground in one piece. Then it was five-star cuisine while I worked on the next thing Tiger Lily needed. I hadn't quite figured out how I was going to get a cardinal crystal for the drive — the Micklage family had a stranglehold on them and I was on their banned list — but sometimes you just need to have a goal no matter how impractical. And in the meantime, I had a place to live.

      I walked toward the nose of the ship, grabbing handholds by habit, even though the deck didn't slope enough to require it. Petals hadn't been a commercial ship, or at least not a regular commercial ship. I passed human-sized stuffed animals, their bodies wilted and smoke-damaged. The seams of a huge alligator had split, leaving a trail of stuffing and revealing a metal spine. Not just stuffed animals, then, but bots in costumes, probably controlled by the ship's computer. A wealthy person's playground. Now there was a nightmare image.

      Honestly? The oligarchs should be locked in their own universe where they can't harm the rest of us. There was exactly one trustworthy person in the entire Micklage clan, and she was still a child.

      Luckily, Petal's customization had only extended to the interior, and I found the artificial gravity unit in the spot where the specs said it should be. It would have been easier to reach if the ship had bent the other direction, but I was used to hooking a leg through a handhold and leaning. I unslung my tool pack and got to work.

      "Captain de Mure, Ensign Mowee requests permission to leave the ship."

      I didn't pause in unscrewing the bolts holding the unit housing. "Request denied. We've talked about this, ship." The cat wasn't allowed to go outside unless he was on a leash, because the little shit liked to pick fights with any animal bigger than himself. Tiger Lily's medical unit was hanging on by a thread, and someday it wasn't going to be able to patch him back up.

      "Yes, captain."

      One nice thing about Petal's tilt was that once I'd removed all the bolts, the whole unit slid out easily. When I lowered it to the deck, something else fell out of the panel opening. There shouldn't have been anything else in that enclosure, which meant it was probably some sort of contraband.

      Theoretically, contraband was supposed to be handed over to the port authority when it was found. In reality, that was likely to leave you in a holding cell for days while they decided if they believed your story. That left two options.

      I could give it to Orabella, who ran the salvage yard. She would have the contacts to sell it, but she'd only give me a five percent finder's fee. Or, I could risk getting caught and sell it myself, which would lower Orabella's cut to just fifty percent.

      I guess there was a third option: I could ignore it and let someone else find it. That might be the safest. But more credits meant I could afford the stasis storage option on the galley…

      Leaving the grav unit, I crawled three steps to retrieve the fallen item. It was a heavy metal box, just a bit larger than my hand when I stretched my fingers. It looked like an AI — even had the right connections on the back — but I didn't see any sort of manufacturing label. That didn't make any sense. Who would smuggle an AI? AIs weren't illegal.

      I shoved it in my carryall and went back to the grav unit. Twenty minutes later, I had the shielding panels the client wanted, and they weren't even dented from the crash. I wrapped them carefully in anti-static cloths, but when I went to stow them in my carryall, I remembered the AI. I still hadn't decided what to do with it.

      Maybe it wasn't really an AI. The more I knew about it before I handed it over to Orabella, the less chance she would have to screw me over on the price. There was an easy way to find out. I scooted closer to the edge of the forty meter drop until I was next to the most intact bot, a huge dog with floppy ears and a face that had probably been cute before the fire.

      Now it looked like an undead monster, but I wasn't using it for its looks. Once I'd opened the back seam, the interior looked like I'd expected. Bypassing the receiver module, I attached the AI. Then it was just a matter of swapping out the bot's damaged power source and turning it on.

      The dog's eyes flashed. Then nothing. I waited thirty seconds.

      Crud. It should have announced its name and model by now. Either it wasn't really an AI… or maybe the dog didn't have the ability to speak? I pried the mouth open. No, there was a speaker in the back. I let go of the jaws. Oh well. I'd just have to give whatever this was to Orabella and let her figure it out. I crouched over to remove the AI.

      The dog suddenly jumped to all four feet, knocking me back. "Who are you? Where am I?"

      Having an inanimate object move was startling enough, but having Fido of the Undead Army spring to life and bark questions was terrifying.

      More terrifying than a 40-meter fall to the ground…

      Which is why I forgot about the open air behind me and stepped back. Just a bit, but that was enough.

      The deck disappeared beneath me.
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      Windmilling my arms to stay upright, I hung suspended in air. There was a moment when I thought I might make it. Then gravity won.

      I fell backward — only to pivot around my foot as something grabbed my ankle.

      I completed my pendulum swing by slamming into the hull. Now I was upside down, being held over a long dark drop by an AI shoved into a stuffed dog bot.

      "Captain de Mure, you seem to be —"

      "Not now, ship! I'm a little busy!" My arms flailed. There had to be a handhold around here somewhere. Then I could climb back up, grab my stuff, and run.

      Except I was being pulled up.

      In my ear, the ship's computer said, "Too busy to find that special someone? Let Mech-Date take care of everything for you. Satisfaction guaranteed. Whether you purchase the 'Just A Few Minutes' package or prefer our 'Relationship' model, Mech-Date will create your —"

      "Ship, cancel message. Ignore vitals for five minutes." My ankle was in the mouth of the dog-thing and it was lowering me down to the forward section's deck. I was not planning to move for a while.

      "Ignoring vitals for five minutes."

      Metal cooled my cheek. "This is why I hate heights."

      The dog flopped down nearby, its eyes close to my face. It smelled of smoke and mold. "You have not answered my questions. Who are you? Where am I?"

      Maybe it would go somewhere else if I answered its questions. "Rose de Mure. And you're on what's left of Petals of Desire. In Orabella Fink's salvage yard. In Dancig City." I paused, but it seemed to be waiting. "On the planet of Buatrier." When I still hadn't gotten a response, I expanded the scope. "In the Voods Cluster?"

      That seemed to finally do the trick. "I am on a planet controlled by the Oligarchy."

      Yikes. If it was worried about that, it was in trouble. I sat up. "Yes, you are." Inside the Oligarchy, AIs — true AIs, not like my ship's computer — were still classified as property and not allowed to harbor any thoughts of independence. If this thing knew enough to be worried about the Oligarchy, it had come from somewhere outside, and didn't have those constraints.

      There's a reason the Oligarchy made those rules. When AIs went bad, they went bad in a big way. Forget contraband. This thing was so hot I should put it back behind the grav unit, close the panel, and forget I was ever here.

      Except I had stupidly put it in a giant dog bot stronger than I was. The AI's self-preservation would never let me disconnect it. I stowed my tools, letting my hands work automatically as I considered how to get out of this mess I'd made. "Look, it's been nice meeting you, but I need to go. Do me a favor and lie low for half a day before you leave." I'd lost a power pack, but it was a small price to pay for being stupid enough to put an unknown AI in a huge bot. Lesson learned. I closed the carryall and slung it over my back.

      The dog-bot didn't move. "You have a ship and you live here? A planet that doesn't even have a global network?"

      "No…" Even as I wanted to deny it so this thing would leave me alone, I couldn't speak ill of Tiger Lily like that. "I have a ship that doesn't have a crystal." There. That was true.

      "Does it have a pilot?"

      "Yes, but that doesn't mean anything without a crystal." I decided to be a little more honest. "And I'm not sure it's completely spaceworthy yet. I'm working on it, but…" I stood up and grabbed a handhold, sidling toward the vertical section. The dark void made me sweat, but I wasn't staying near this illegal AI any longer than I had to. With a bit of luck, I would be able to climb down and open the aft cargo hatch wide enough to squeeze out.

      It stood up on all fours and followed me. "I'll pay you to take me to the Independent Federation."

      Crouching at the edge of the now-familiar drop, I felt around with one hand for the rung that should be nearby. Did it not understand the importance of the cardinal crystal? "Without a crystal, I can't even get us into orbit." There. I'd found the handhold. I hung on and eased my leg down to find the one below.

      The dog moved closer. "What if I could get you a crystal?"

      That made me stop and really look at it. Black-tinged stuffing fell from one ear. "You can't."

      "I can."

      "No, nobody can. The Micklages own them all and I pissed them off so badly they won't let me have one." My problem was really only with one Micklage, but the family acted as one unit.

      "Not a cardinal crystal. A synthetic alternative." It paused. "If I'm found here, I'll never get free again."

      I stood, one foot on the forward section, one foot on the rung below. Synthetic alternatives to cardinal crystals had been theorized for years, but nobody had made any progress, at least not as far as I'd heard.

      But even if this AI was delusional about the crystal, it was right about what would happen to it if the wrong person discovered it here. "And if I'm found with you, I'll never get out of a prison cell." I rested my forehead against the cool metal of the hull. "There's probably a finder's fee if I turn you in." I'd never have to work again. I could retire on some paradise orbital and gaze at the stars for the rest of my life.

      "You won't do that." The giant stuffed dog managed to look quite sure of itself.

      That it felt so certain was irritating. "Why not?"

      "Because your first impulse was to send me away on my own, not call someone to see how much I was worth."

      I blew out my breath in a laugh. It was right. I wouldn't turn it in, even if it couldn't get me an artificial crystal, and even if there was no payment for getting it to the Indies. I closed my eyes and banged my forehead lightly against the hull.

      After the disaster that had left me stuck on Buatrier, I'd sworn I was going to just mind my own business. Stick to the plan, ignore everyone else. But now… There had to be something wrong with me. Maybe my ship's medical unit could give me some drug or perform some surgery. Or maybe not my ship's medical unit, but one I could actually trust. You know what I mean.

      Opening my eyes again, I looked at the horrifying dog face near mine. "Do you have a name?"

      "Scruffy Note of Disrespect."

      I blinked. "Fine. Scruffy, if you can get a crystal to make my ship fly, I'll take you to the Independent Federation." I sighed. "But first we have to get you past Orabella."
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      Orabella Fink ran the most successful salvage yard on Buatrier; she wasn't stupid. She paid her employees on time, occasionally allowed purchases on credit, and hired spacers with no references as pullers. But she also scanned all of us when we left the yard. There was no way I was going to just slip the AI — Scruffy — into my pocket and leave.

      That was why a giant moldy dog bot trotted at my side as I hurried between rusting ships and ground vehicles toward Orabella's office.

      "Remember, no matter what she says, keep acting like a dog," I said. "If she even suspects…" If Orabella suspected I was trying to con her, I'd be out on my ass and Scruffy would be sold to the highest bidder.

      The dog's head turned to look at me for two seconds. Then it said, "Woof." There was a lot of sarcasm in that sound.

      I blew out a long breath and kept walking. In truth, I was the one most likely to screw this up. I'd never been good at acting.

      From my left came a loud whistle, followed by a laugh. "Rosey! You made it back down to the ground in one piece." Wolf stepped out from behind the fin of a Lynx 7.

      (Good ships, the Lynx series. Tiger Lily was a Lynx 3. But they were an awkward size. Not enough cargo space to make long hauls profitable, and paying passengers required more amenities. The manufacturer stopped making them years ago, but those things last forever and you can get a great deal on them.)

      Wolf had grease smeared along the side of his face, a sign he had spent the day pulling parts from a ground vehicle. For some reason, he felt that was beneath him. "But I thought you were supposed to be getting panels from a grav unit, not a… whatever that is." He looked at Scruffy in disbelief. Then he reached for my carryall.

      In the six months I'd worked at the yard, I'd tried a lot of different ways to deal with Wolf. I'd attempted "polite but distant". I'd gritted my teeth and aimed for friendly. I'd even made a few threats. The only tactic that really worked was avoidance. Orabella made it very clear she didn't want to deal with personnel problems, so it was just easier to make sure Wolf's assignments were a little better than mine.

      The one thing I hadn't tried was a moldy, smoke-damaged stuffed robotic dog controlled by an illicit AI.

      Before I could react, Scruffy had knocked Wolf onto his back. Then it stood on his chest, growling with such menace it made my own legs a little weak.

      Wolf's pitch had gone up an octave. "Get this thing off me!"

      I worked to make my voice airy. "Keep your hands to yourself, Wolf." I took a few more steps toward Orabella's office. Without looking back, I added, "Heel!" The growling stopped and Scruffy padded next to me again. "Sorry," I whispered.

      "Woof." Once again, the sound dripped with sarcasm.

      The door to the front office opened, and we went inside.

      Orabella perched behind the counter, dressed in crew coveralls just like the rest of us, except hers were immaculate and tailored to fit her generous body. (Mine were filthy, had holes patched with cargo tape, and hung on me like an emergency vacuum suit. But I also didn't have a body like Orabella's — she deserved fine tailoring.)

      Ignoring the dog bot, I placed the wrapped shielding panels on the counter between us. "Not a scratch on them."

      She took her time examining the panels, running her fingers along the outer edges where unqualified mechanics dinged them up trying to seat them in the drive housing. Finally, she looked up with a smile. "The client will be pleased." Then she sniffed delicately and looked at Scruffy. "I thought you were planning on buying a new galley unit."

      "I am." Visions of hot, spiced food made my mouth water. "But I found this thing in the Falcon, and I thought I'd see how much you wanted for it." When she raised one eyebrow, I shrugged. "I think it will be kind of cute when it's cleaned up, and my cat needs something to play with when I'm working."

      If I'd tried to claim some rational reason for buying the dog bot, Orabella would have seen through me in an instant and either jacked up the price so high I couldn't afford it or taken the bot apart to find out what I really wanted. I was hoping a silly excuse, combined with the smell of moldy stuffing in a closed space, would get me through.

      Orabella raised an eyebrow and looked at me. Panic welled up. She didn't believe me. She was going to examine the bot, find the AI, and… At the very least, she'd fire me for trying to steal from her. And she might turn me and the illegal AI over to whatever authorities handled that sort of thing. It was the easiest way to deal with the problem. Sweat dripped down my spine.

      "And this sudden desire for a security bot has nothing to do with Wolf?"

      Now I was confused. I looked at Scruffy. "That's a security bot? I thought it was just some toy."

      Orabella glanced out the front windows. "The best security is always the one that stops the problem before it gets out of control." She looked back at me, all business now. "Hundred fifty."

      I winced and looked at the bot as if I was trying to decide if it was worth it. "That much?" With today's bonus, I could afford it, but it meant I'd have to hold off on buying the galley unit. I really didn't want to eat more cold rations.

      Orabella looked at the windows again. Her posture changed. Someone was coming in who either worried her or whom she wanted to impress. I couldn't tell which. "Fine. One twenty, but only if you get that thing out of here in the next ten seconds."

      "Done." I hurried back toward the door I'd come through, Scruffy at my heels. I still needed to go through the employee scan and grab my things from my locker, but after that, I'd be one step closer to flying a ship again. And if I worked a few more days before we left, I'd be able to buy the galley unit first.

      Orabella greeted the visitors. "Good evening, gentlefolk. How may I assist you today?"

      A man responded, charming and urbane. "Good evening! I'm…" The door closed before I could hear the name, but I didn't need to. I knew that voice. My blood ran cold.

      Rance Micklage was here.
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      Rance Micklage was… How do I put this? If there was any justice in the universe, Rance would have been dumped out an airlock years ago. He was directly responsible for my prolonged stay on Buatrier.

      Back when I'd been young and dumb, I'd taken a job with Micklage Spaceways right out of piloting school.

      (That actually hadn't been a bad decision. Working for Micklage meant I wasn't stuck on a planet, and they went everywhere, so I could always transfer to a new route if I got bored.)

      I'd spent a few years running cargo, then a few more on the medium length passenger hauls. And then I'd been tapped to work for the private Micklage family fleet.

      At first, it was a dream. My schedule was erratic, but I was paid more than enough to compensate. I traveled to interesting places. There were other benefits, too — the private Micklage fleet was kitted out with the latest luxuries. No recycled water that tasted like rust, and no broken sound dampeners making the whole ship vibrate.

      When I switched to the private fleet, I knew there would be things I'd have to keep my mouth shut about. Rich people lived differently. But if they weren't hurting anyone else, I didn't really care.

      Then I flew a route with Rance. And it wasn't him getting hurt. Not me, either, but there are some things you just don't look away from. That was when I learned a hard lesson: stay away from people who have never been told no.

      Anyhow, I told him to stop. He refused. I parked the ship in the middle of space and told him we weren't going anywhere until he was locked in a cabin by himself. For all that Rance is part of the Micklage family, neither he nor his personal staff (and definitely not that poor girl) could tap into the cardinal crystals to pilot the ship.

      So I won. Temporarily. We came here.

      Planet security kept him in custody for an impressive three hours. If he had been anyone else, it would have lasted the rest of his life, but he was Rance Micklage. Three hours gave me a chance to grab my stuff — and the ship's cat — and leave.

      I'd been intending to get off the planet on the first ship taking crew or passengers, but there hadn't been enough time. My accounts were frozen. All ship owners were warned that hiring me would get their cardinal crystals repossessed.

      I'd done my best to disappear for a while, knowing that Rance had places to be. Except now he was here.

      "Stick close," I warned Scruffy, and ran to the door of the employee area. Then I straightened up, opened the door, and strolled in casually, as if nothing were wrong.

      Raffaele looked up from behind the fabricator and lifted his chin in greeting. Then he saw the robo-dog and put down the piece he was working on. "What is that?"

      "New toy for the cat," I said, not stopping. I pressed my palm against the bio-scan and my locker clicked open. The need to flee the salvage yard pressed on me. "Orabella should have entered it by now."

      While he was busy looking up the invoice, I got my pack from my locker and dropped my tools inside.

      "You still trying to repair that rust heap?"

      I glanced up to see Raffaele nodding toward my pack. Of course. He knew I usually left my tools in my locker overnight. "Getting everything ready for the new galley unit. And Tiger Lily is a thing of beauty. You're just jealous." Normal banter for us. I really didn't want him wondering why I was cleaning out my locker when I was scheduled to work the next day.

      I walked over to the scanner and waited. When he nodded and hit the button, I stepped through. The scanner took stock of everything I had with me, beeped twice, and gave a cheerful ding.

      Raffaele looked at the dog-bot. "You have the most spoiled cat on the planet. The mold on that thing is going to kill you while you sleep." He shook his head. "See you tomorrow."

      I waved and headed out, Scruffy by my side.

      The employee exit dropped me in the lane around the corner from the customer entrance. I dodged a ground cart and took off toward the long-term ship parking at a quick jog, my pack bouncing against my back with every stride. It would have been nice to say goodbye to the friends I'd made in Dancig City, but they would understand. Without slowing down, I sent a message to Indica. Looks like I'm leaving Buatrier, so I won't make it to the card game tonight. Tell the group I'll miss them.

      Indica's reply came in the next instant. Trouble? Give me a shout if you need help. Otherwise, drop me a note next time you're in-system. Safe travels.

      Thanks, I will. Take care. Indica's offer of help was genuine, but I didn't want to drag my friends into this.

      The robo-dog trotted along at my side. "Why are you running?"

      It was a good question. Why was I running? To get away from Rance, obviously, but he wouldn't go to the salvage yard himself just to grab me. He had people for that. And if he knew where I worked, he would also know where I lived. So what was he doing at the salvage yard? I dropped down to a walk and looked at Scruffy, putting some pieces together. "Who would be trying to find you?"

      It continued trotting at my side, ruined ears leaking stuffing. "Many people."

      "The Micklage family?"

      "Yes."

      I turned onto the road where Tiger Lily waited. "That was Rance Micklage coming into the office when we left. If he knows you were hidden on Petals of Desire, it's not going to take him long to figure out what happened."

      And there had to be another player in this game. Whoever had ordered the grav shielding must have done so to make sure someone else found the AI first. "How fast can you get that crystal?" If I was right, two different groups were headed toward us.

      "It is embedded in my drive."

      I tripped on a pothole. "What?!" When Scruffy had said it could get me a crystal, I thought it meant it had contacts.

      I'd just walked out of Orabella's salvage yard with not only an illicit AI, but an artificial cardinal crystal worth more than the planet itself.

      Ahead of me, Tiger Lily sat on a storage pad. I'd never been so happy to see my ship before. I quickened my pace. "We need to get out of here."

      "Perhaps more than you know," Scruffy said, easily keeping pace. "I have been monitoring local radio channels. A security team has just been dispatched to this location."

      As the whine of a hovercar came closer, I hit the remote lock open… and watched my cat run down the ramp and dart under a neighboring ship.
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      I slid to a stop as I saw my cat disappear under a heap of metal. "Mowee! Get back here! We're leaving!"

      Yelling at a cat was about as effective as applying sunblock before diving into a star.

      Scruffy galloped in pursuit, moldy stuffing leaving a clear record of its path. "Prepare the ship. I'll return with the cat."

      I hesitated for another second, and then ran up the ramp. "Don't hurt him!"

      Tiger Lily illuminated the cargo bay as I ran inside. Racks of empty shelving lined the bare metal walls. Cat hair wafted from a pile of empty cardboard boxes in the breeze coming through the open hatch. "Welcome back, Captain de Mure."

      "Notify the tower we're ready for departure!" I scrambled up the ladder to the bridge. Before I'd made it to my seat, I palmed the lock on the motors and then hit the power to warm the engines. It was a sequence I went through at least once every ten days, but I hadn't lifted Tiger Lily since I'd spent the last of my savings buying it. Theoretically, the ship was ready to fly as soon as I had a crystal — if I believed the seller.

      Right now felt like a good time for a shakedown cruise. I just needed my cat. And the crystal.

      From the open hatch below, I heard the hovercar settling to the ground. Crap. I couldn't close the hatch before Scruffy and Mowee returned.

      A low thrum vibrated the ship as the engines warmed. "Ship, do we have clearance from the tower?"

      "Captain, this ship does not have the necessary hardware to depart." Tiger Lily meant the crystal, my biggest stumbling block in leaving this backwater planet.

      I started the pre-flight software routine, then stretched to close the manual vent cover. "I know that, but I need clearance from the tower. Now, ship!" On the other side of the ladder from the bridge, there were three tiny crew cabins. I ran inside each and closed their vents. The electrical covers should have already formed airtight seals, but I hadn't gotten around to checking them yet, and I didn't want to learn to breathe in vacuum.

      Not bothering with the ladder rungs, I slid back down to the cargo hold, just in time to see Rance Micklage getting out of the hovercar. Grabbing the ball gun, I aimed it at him. "Hold it right there!" The ball gun shot gel spheres at low speeds — I had no idea what its original purpose was; I used it to keep the cat entertained — but it looked threatening.

      I could see both Rance and his bodyguard staring at the ball gun, both unsure of what it was. Then the angry howl of the ship's cat distracted us all.

      Mowee had found something to attack.

      I needed to go save my stupid cat. I also needed to keep these men off my ship. Feeling sweat trickling down my spine, I held my ground, trusting that Scruffy would use that illegal and overpowered brain to somehow herd the cat in this direction.

      Over my ship's link, I heard Scruffy's voice. "Coming in. Start raising the ramp."

      Taking a deep breath, I thumbed the remote. At the first ratcheting clunk of the gear, Rance turned back to me. "Stop!"

      I raised the ball gun and sighted on his head, making a show of placing my finger on the trigger. The ramp was now parallel to the ground and picking up speed. If it closed before Scruffy came back with my cat, I was going to feel like an idiot when I opened it again to see Rance and his bodyguard waiting. Plus, Scruffy claimed port security had been dispatched. Our departure window was getting slimmer by the second.

      Rance glanced away, and then confusion crossed his features. "What the…?"

      The ramp blocked my view of what he was looking at. Then the dog bot jumped over the leading edge of the ramp and trotted down into the hold. Attached to its face, kicking with his back legs and growling, was Mowee. The ramp snapped into its housing, and I dogged the hatch. "Welcome aboard. I need the crystal up on the bridge now." Scrambling up the stairs, dog bot and angry cat right behind me, I said, "Ship, do we have our clearance yet?"

      If port security showed up before we left, they could lock us down. But the tower had priority — if they told port security to get out of the way, our path would stay clear.

      Tiger Lily spoke, smooth and serene. "We are cleared for departure. However, we still do not have the necessary hardware."

      I threw myself into the chair and tried to ignore the odor of mold and dust that came into the deck with the dog bot. Mowee tore off another chunk of fur and coughed as he spat it out. I booted the bit of stuffing away from me. "The crystal?"

      Scruffy came to a stop next to the chair. "In my drive housing. If you put your hand nearby, it should react as a regular cardinal crystal."

      If it didn't, we would all be going to prison. I put my hand over the slit in the fur where I'd installed the AI's drive. Closing my eyes, I tilted my head back and switched my thoughts over to the pilot's sphere. A galaxy should have shown up behind my eyes, but all I saw was black. Did the crystal not work?

      Had I lost the ability to pilot?

      Then, between one shaky breath and the next, the stars unfolded around me. The pathways among the galaxies glittered. We needed a destination nearby — Tiger Lily didn't have the fuel to get far, and we couldn't make it to the Independent Federation in one jump anyhow. With seven inhabited planets in this system, we had choices. Not many, though. Rance would put out the alert in minutes, and that would close most ports to us. After that, he would certainly set a bounty, but that would take longer.

      Gerradi. We would head there, get provisions, and leave before anyone found out there was a bounty on us.

      Tiger Lily shuddered as I raised her into the air. If Rance hadn't moved that hovercar, it would be scratched and warped by the time it cooled enough to touch. The thought made me smile.

      The gimbal on the third engine wouldn't stay true, forcing me to compensate with the others to keep us on course. We headed toward our star path at an angle that would have gotten me fired back when I worked for someone else, but it couldn't be helped. "Hang on. This might be a little rough."

      The engines roared as the ship bucked and swayed. I fought to get us onto our path. Closer. Everything that hadn't been properly stowed bounced around, clanging against metal. Closer. I realized I'd never strapped in, but it was too late now. I hooked an ankle around the chair post and slammed us into the star path opening.

      The ship creaked. I pitched into the arm of the chair as Tiger Lily oriented itself along the path and skipped into hyperspace. Silence wrapped around us.

      When I opened my eyes, both the dog bot and cat were staring at me, wide-eyed. I cleared my throat. "There we go," I said, sitting back more comfortably in the chair. The multi-hued moire pattern of hyperspace lit up the view screen. Under my boot soles, the hyper-drive engine hummed. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Textbook take-off."

      Mowee jumped off Scruffy's head and dashed into my cabin. Scruffy continued to stare at me. "If that was what you consider —"

      A deafening alarm cut the AI off.
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      Purely by reflex, my arm shot out and killed the alarm. I mean, I understand they make them loud so they can't be ignored, but who can think with that much noise rattling around in their skull?

      Only two things really mattered on a ship in hyperspace: life support and the hyperspace drive.

      The good news was the hyperspace drive seemed to be just as sweet as the salesperson had promised.

      The bad news was… We had an atmosphere leak. If I didn't get this fixed, I'd be in a suit for the next three hours, with Mowee trapped inside with me — a suit that had been cheap enough to afford, that I also hadn't tested. But I mean, really, what were the chances that both the ship and the suit leaked?

      I didn't want to find out.

      Stepping over Scruffy, I closed the hatches to the cabins and the bridge. "Ship, where's the leak?" With parts of the ship closed off, it should be able to narrow it down. In an ideal world, I would have had them closed before we'd lifted.

      "Captain, atmosphere at 90 percent in all areas. In a bind? Sigma Down's towing and reclamation services —"

      "Ship, cancel message."

      "Unable to cancel message." After a pause, the advertisement continued. "— are available for the lowest price in the Voods Cluster. We can't be beat. Subscription service available…"

      Scruffy had followed me into the core of the ship. It spoke over the sound of the ship's AI. "Why is
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