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  Chapter 1

  Lucia Del Toro

Lucia Del Toro crouched on the surface of Saturn’s smallest moon, Mimas, uncoupling the fuel line of her ship, the Peapod. No corporation bothered to terraform a moon so tiny. It remained a sad abandoned chunk of ice, ice, and more ice—stretching outward as far as the eye could see to end in a strange, foreshortened horizon.

As she worked, a shadow passed in front of Lucia’s vision. Blur turned into a complete blackout. Blindly, she reached for a handhold with one hand, her other feeling for the tether that kept her attached to the ship. Grasping both with whitening knuckles, Lucia cursed silently.

Damn eyes again, acting up.

When a bit of murky light returned, Lucia felt a compulsion to glance up. Intellectually, she knew she should see nothing but the underbelly of her own craft. Instead, an Earth Nations’ Peacekeeping Force battlecruiser slid silently overhead.

Great, a post-traumatic stress induced hallucination. And always the same damn one.

Just what she didn’t need—to relive that fucking day over and over…

In order to banish the illusion, Lucia tried to ground herself. She let go of one of the handholds and reached up, fumbling for the Peapod’s hull above her head. Finding it, she slapped a palm against it, solid, real.

Despite this confirmation, her heart thudded dully against her eardrum.

It’s not there. It was almost ten years ago that I watched them pass me over, scanning for me. Continued, rhythmic slapping did nothing to slow her heart or banish the vision. I’m just afraid that they’re scanning for me, hoping my onboard will phone home to Boy.net. When my eyes shut down, my brain reached for the nightmare always under the surface. The Force can’t reach me. They’re stuck on the other side of the asteroid belt.

Lucia smacked the hull a couple more times, hard, hoping that the sting of the impact would help break through. She had to stop when she heard a sound like metal crumpling under her cybernetically-enhanced strength.

Okay. Time to stop freaking out now.

If she kept this up the Peapod would suffer real damage.

So, think, girl. How did the rest of the grounding ritual go?

Find three real things and focus on them. Eyes can’t be trusted, so how about the stink of her EV suit? Unfortunately, its sharp tang, the scent of fear, only heightened memories of battlefields and blood. Now her ears attempted to turn the hiss and pump of air into soldiers’ chatter, Boy.net background noise, the sounds of a man begging for surrender… her determination to escape at any cost…

No. All this head shrinking shit made things worse!

Sucking in a steadying breath, Lucia subvocalized to her onboard: Ocular Implant, Reset.

The vision persisted.

Was this real? Or was she that broken?

The blackened steel underbelly of the giant ship coasted overhead. Ignoring it, Lucia concentrated on taking one breath after another. She wrapped a hand around her own waist. Giving herself a one-armed hug, she gave into the impulse to crouch down, take cover. That one therapist had said there was nothing wrong with checking to see if someone followed you if you had a paranoid thought. 

Still clinging to the tether, she pulled herself into a small ball—or at least as small as she could be.

What else had she learned to do when PTSD hit hard? 

Reduce the threat. 

Think about how dumb the ENForcers actually were. Boy.net, there was a good example. The ‘boy’ part of the network was an acronym—Bio-cybernetic Operating super-sYstem—but Lucia figured it to be a ‘backronym,’ a retro fit for a stupid joke cooked up in some testosterone-choked locker room. Only children would think Boy.net sounded cool.

At that thought, Lucia took a deeper breath.

Ocular implant resetting, a jarringly deep masculine voice said in Lucia’s inner ear. 

The mirage of the giant military ship evaporated. In its place appeared the green-gray hull of the Peapod above. The massive gas giant and its famous rings rose over the horizon. 

Releasing her iron grip on the tether, Lucia slowly uncurled. Once upright, she hop-shuffled out from under the shelter of the Peapod. She glanced out over the white expanse of ice and impact craters into the blackness of space for any sign of the retreating cruiser. The dark could easily swallow a ship even of that size, especially since cruisers were painted black just for that reason. However, if any part of it had been real, she thought she ought to be able to catch a glint off the solar sails if they were deployed. 

Nothing.

System, run a complete diagnostic. 

Full diagnostic not responding. Generating automatic update request for commanding off—

Belay that order.

Order belayed. Be advised, Colonel Del Toro, a full system overhaul is overdue.

No fucking shit.

A headache spiked between Lucia’s eyebrows that had nothing to do with her decrepit cyberware. First, the imaginary battlecruiser, and now being fucking ‘coloneled’ again? What the hell. Hadn’t erasing her former rank been the first thing she’d done when she’d deserted? 

System, search instances of ‘colonel’ and delete. 

Searching…

Lucia took one last hard look into the void of deep space—nothing but a blackness that could hide a thousand ships. It’d been a malfunction, Lucia knew that, but she might have caught some real thing in her peripheral vision that triggered the PTSD. 

“Hey, uh—Hawk,” she said, after using two fingers to toggle the com button on the palm of her environmental suit’s glove. It would be less detectable to any ship out there to use their private internal cyber-connection. At the moment, Lucia didn’t trust her onboard for obvious reasons. “This is going to sound stupid, but did a F-Class battlecruiser just pass over us?”

“F-Class??” came the startled response from Hawk. “Like, invasion-level F-Class?”

“Yep,” Lucia nodded, even though Hawk couldn’t see her through the com. She felt foolish just even suggesting such a thing, but she had to know. “That’d be one.”

“Okay.” Hawk sounded a bit skeptical, but there was only a brief pause, then, “Let me check.”

A sense of reassurance unwound Lucia’s nerves knowing Hawk trusted her implicitly. Lucia could have said ‘can you check for a mob of kangaroos on this moon’s surface?’ and the conversation would have gone exactly the same. A bit of surprise, but then absolute confidence that a task should be done, regardless of how improbable. It was almost like having a creche mate at her side again. Better, probably, given there was no rank or military protocol in this relationship.

The shadow of the battlecruiser must have chilled Lucia to the bone to have her thinking of her creche so fondly. Sometimes, in uncharitable moments, Lucia wondered if Hawk’s trust would still be so unconditional, if she knew. Hell, Lucia could barely forgive herself.

In order to shake off the remaining haunted, hunted feeling that the image of the battlecruiser conjured, Lucia continued her grounding exercise. She took an admiring look at her ship, the Peapod. Large for a personal craft, it had been designed to house a small crew for potentially lengthy diplomatic missions. Diplomatic by ENForcer definition, she scoffed, glancing at the massive, military weapons array. All the weapons made the exterior of their ship seem like a long, bumpy peapod, aided, of course, by Hawk’s ongoing, ridiculously bright green paint job.

The ENForcers would hate it.

Lucia loved it. 

Hawk’s voice on the com broke Lucia’s reverie. “I presume you don’t want me to blast a wide ping, right?” Not waiting for a response, she continued, “So, I’m doing a careful sweep of the area. In the meantime, I’ll check the feeds. I pretty much scroll them hourly, so you wouldn’t think I’d’ve missed the end of the Twenty-Year Standoff. It’s all clear. Det är ingen ko på isen, as they say. There are no cows on the ice.”

‘No cows on the ice.’ It was funny to hear that sort of thing from Hawk. 

Apparently, thanks to all their time together, Hawk picked up more and more ENForcer slang. No other group in the System intentionally used so many archaic Earth-centric idioms. Hanging on to a handhold on the side of the Peapod, Lucia allowed herself another small smile. No one alive today would know what a cow looked like if it jumped up and bit them in the eye, much less remembered whatever the hell that particular saying referenced.

Hawk’s voice crackled through the helmet, “Thank Faraday, nothing. I mean, I’m picking up a bunch of the usual traffic in the system and a couple of faint blips on our new smuggler’s route here, but nothing like a cruiser.” A short pause, then Hawk asked, “Since you’re not using our little mind-meld, which you absolutely would have if you thought your old pals were in the vicinity, my best guess is that you’re glitching?”

“Oi, no need for such insults,” Lucia snarled. 

“Oh, shit. I forgot. Sorry?”

Lucia silently cursed herself. Of course Hawk didn’t mean it. She knew that glitches were what ENForcers called anyone who strayed even the slightest from the norm, people they considered deviants, queer. Lucia shook her head to let go of old wounds. “Sorry, it’s all this ENForcer shit rattling around in my brain.’” She let out a long breath. Hawk was on her side, so she needed to be honest about what was going on with herself, too. “Something’s really wrong with my eyes. This isn’t the only time they’ve flaked on me, but this is the first time I’ve lost my sight completely. I might need an upgrade or two. Or three. Or, more likely, a half dozen. When I was fully connected to Boy.net, I didn’t even notice how often my system got upgrades—unless it was one of the stupid ones that everyone mocked. Laser fingers.” She laughed at the memory. “Who the fuck thinks giving a bunch a military jarheads ten mini lasers was a good idea? Anyway, it’s definitely time to hit up that friend of yours on Nyx again.”

“Nyx?” A sound like a raspberry being blown came over the mic. “You got a spare three hundred thousand Saturn dinar hiding somewhere I don’t know about?”

Not a lot of people in-system would touch a former ENForcer and those that did charged more money than either she or Hawk had seen in a long, long time. “Not after our last botched heist, I don’t,” Lucia’s brow crinkled and she stared out at Mimas’s desolate, icy landscape. Their last job had gone sideways thanks to some bad luck and another attack of her damn bioware gremlins. That time her arm froze. Couldn’t even pull the trigger. She just had to stand there and watch their bounty walk away. “I guess we have to pray that your intel about this new black market route is good for once.”

“Of course it’s good,” Hawk’s tone was that of mock indignation. “The only people coming this way in the next ten hours are smugglers, thieves, or mobsters. Depend on it. In fact, I’m already picking up faint blips out there. Anyway, who’s the one throwing around the insults now? I’ll have you know that my informants are fully… fifty percent reliable.”

“Are you sure you don’t mean fifteen percent?” Lucia returned the teasing with a chuckle, as she started to shuffle her way back to the airlock. Every few steps she made sure to grip a handhold and reattach her tether. The gravity on Mimas was barely there, after all.

“I’m dyslexic not discalcic,” Hawk said with a slight, serious bitterness in her voice. 

Lucia always forgot how sensitive Hawk got about her learning disability. Growing up in a colony of scientists where education and mental ability were paramount must have been hell on someone for whom reading and writing came slowly. “Sorry,” Lucia added sincerely. “Look, I got spooked and I’m just sticking my foot in it all over the place today. Let’s just bag ourselves a hot bounty and I’ll make it up to you over champagne and caviar.”

“Throw in some messy sex and I’m yours.”

Lucia felt a blush heat the tips of her ears. Her brain sputtered out in a completely different way, but she managed an enthusiastic, “You’re on.”

Hawk, who shifted easily from flirt back to work, said, “Alrighty, since the fuel line is reading as ‘compromised,’ I’ll hit the distress signal. See you inside.”

“Roger that.”

Lucia had made her way to the airlock. 

Pressing the unlock code, she waited for the door to cycle open. Neither of them were exactly law-abiding or deeply moral, but, normally, they’d never run a con this devious. In space, there was one rule everyone followed. If at all possible, you answered a distress call. It didn’t matter if you were a saint or a sinner, if someone needed a rescue from the cold empty, you showed up.

Lucia hated the fact that they were about to abuse this trust system. That fact that they considered it at all showed how desperate they’d become. Since things had gone to shit on Titan, they needed a quick influx of cash in order to ‘relocate’ to another system as fast as possible, preferably before the end of the Krishna Janmashtami holiday.

At least they knew an innocent wouldn’t take this particular route. Whoever stopped for them was caught up in something bad. 

The door slid open with the faintest puff of air. Lucia ran her hands along the seals as she stepped through. Another sign that she and the Peapod were long overdue for repairs. She could do a lot herself, but she wasn’t an expert in everything. At least there were two fail-safes built into the airlock. They weren’t likely to randomly depressurize anytime soon.

Bouncing inside, ice crystals followed in a swirl. Lucia punched in the code to close the door. Unconsciously, she reached out and tapped a printed photo she kept just inside the airlock. The picture showed the first real date she had with Hawk, the first time the face that looked at the camera looked like her own. Her fingers drummed ‘home’ in Morse code.

Gravity and pressure began to cycle.

Lucia really hoped something would come of this con they were planning. It seemed likely. Hawk’s underground connections had heard rumors of day laborers being bought with the promise of untraceable credit vouchers. The workers had been shipped off to the weird little moons of Saturn that no one paid much attention to. With a little extra digging and some greasing of palms, Hawk had discovered that at least some of the hired hands being bought and paid for had expertise laying laser arrays for solar sails.

It had to be a secret shipping route.

A smuggler’s laser array that would only activate when all the moons that had the equipment on them lined up. Hawk had done the math. Now was the time. So, with Hawk’s unparalleled manual piloting skills, they faked a crash landing on a moon that would be in line with the laser array convergence. Now that they’d taken the time to disable the fuel, a scan would make them look legit to even the most paranoid of criminal passers-by. 

Their biggest gamble involved the Saturn Coast Guard and a hope that they wouldn’t show up first. But, they’d set the signal as weak as it could go. 

Finally, gravity dropped. Her body felt present, solid. She could instantly feel the Peapod’s onboard attempting a ‘handshake’ with her system. It was a silly precaution since she knew the battleship had been an illusion. On the off chance something real had sparked the vision, the last thing they needed was for the ship to phone home. She waved it off for the moment. The second hatch slid open, Lucia ducked inside. Once she the tether lines and herself fully within the lock, she pressed the sequence to begin pressurization and decontamination. She’d have to wait for a green light before removing the suit. 

Lucia found herself disliking the silence. Despite the danger that the vision of the ENForcer ship represented, she found herself nostalgic for the bustle this ship once held. People would be underfoot everywhere. Her creche mate, Simon, would be on the coms, giving her shit about something nonsensical, like being too fastidious when the alternative was rapid, unscheduled disassembly. 

“Peapod,” she commanded. “Play the latest Two Goats hit.”

Punk polka music filled the pressurizing chamber.

#

Hawk waited for Lucia just outside of the decontamination hatch. She had a bright smile on her face and a gunmetal gray mess hall tray in her hand. 

Despite insisting that ‘Hawk’ came from a shortening of her surname Hawking and not the sharp-eyed bird, the first thing Lucia always noticed about Hawk was her intense eyes. Dark against that strange pale skin of hers, they took in everything with deep curiosity and scrutiny. Being willowy and thin-boned thanks to growing up in the low gravity of Luna only added the sense that Hawk might secretly be descended from some predatory bird from ancient Earth. The blonde hair with gray-brown streaks just added to it all. 

“Hey you,” Hawk smiled, age-lines crinkling into dimples. “Looking good, lesbian space pirate.”

Lucia ran her fingers through her curls, trying to cover her left eye. Shrapnel to the face had left it a mess. “I guess all I need is the eye-patch, huh?”

She offered the tray with a bright smile. “You know I like the shiner, but either is sexy.”

Lucia had her doubts. The heat of the blast that hit her boiled her eyeball in a flash. The metal under her skin had bubbled to the surface. No amount of reconstruction could fully repair it. The ENForcer doctors didn’t try too hard, not even bothering to match the color of her replacement eyes. But once she’d defected, Lucia used facial reconstruction and her other physical upgrades as excuses to keep trying to cover it. The scar faded to a “c” that cupped the outer edges of her socket. 

Shifting her attention to the meal tray, Lucia took it from Hawk curiously. “Where the hell did you find this?”

“Under a couch cushion,” she teased. Then, seeing Lucia’s honest interest, added, “There’s a small cache in the commander’s quarters. I found a floor fridge.”

“Oh?” Lucia thought the ship had divulged all its secrets over the years. Apparently not. Of course, she actively avoided a lot of the places that had been built with her old self in mind. The commander’s quarters had been a storeroom for years now. 

“You have a nice cache of fancy tea in there, too.”
	A wave of something akin to guilt passed through Lucia’s gut, tightening it. “Tea? Green tea?”

Hawk blinked. “How did you know? Yeah, matcha or whatever they call it.”

“It was probably meant as a surprise gift.” She didn’t really want to say more about it. Imagining her creche master talking the designers of the Peapod into adding a private, hidden floor fridge for Lucia to discover felt uncomfortable because it implied someone knew her, cared for her. She looked at the tray again, curious. “So, that means that this is probably borscht.”

Hawk held up the peeled off label like Lucia had just won it as a prize. “You’re good at this! But, you didn’t really guess, did you? I mean, there is no possible way you could tell by looking or smell, that’s for damn sure.”

Lucia laughed. “It’s an inside joke. We were given a steady diet of the foods that mapped to the parts of Earth we would have been from if any of us had actually been born there, but I hated bacalao a la tranca. Daniel, one of my creche mates, loved it, so we used to trade. I got his borscht and he got my weird-ass cod stew.”

Hawk leaned her slender hip against the bulkhead. They were standing in a narrow hallway just outside of the airlock. “Cod. It’s a whitefish?” At Lucia’s nod, Hawk continued. “I’ve probably had it. Remember when I told you about Diane from Dione? She was a pescatarian.” 

Hawk made it sound like there had been only one time she’s talked about Diane. So many stories about Diane from Dione. Lucia would be jealous if any of them were flattering. “Isn’t the whole colony? I’d heard Dione was the most successful reintroduction of a lot of Earth’s fish population. There are whales there, aren’t there?”

“I dunno,” Hawk shrugged. “Never saw one. I’m not a huge fan of fathomless oceans.”

“Whales come to the surface. They’re mammals.”

Hawk made her skeptical but interested face. “Why do you know more than I do about Earth?”

“Literally bred that way,” Lucia said around the last mouthful of reconstituted beets and cabbage. If they weren’t walking and talking, Lucia would have taken the time to unwrap one of the buns to see if it was too stale to dip in the broth. She didn’t have much faith that it would still be good. After almost a decade, it was surprising any of this was edible. Score one for rehydration technology.

Putting a hand on a passing wall, Lucia finally allowed her onboard to connect to the ship. A bosun’s whistle blew announcing the commanding officer on deck, startling Hawk. She’d rewire the Peapod to stop doing that, but it was part of the same system that let Lucia directly interface with the ship. 

Laughing at her own reaction, Hawk said, “Jumping James Joules! I don’t know why you pretend to pilot this thing when you could do it all remotely, with your brain.”

“Yeah, my brain. We’ve seen what kind of shit pile that is right now,” Lucia said around another slurp. It tasted a lot better than it looked, though that wasn’t saying all that much. A strong dill flavor lingered on her tongue, despite being nearly a decade old. “Anyway, don’t get pouty.”

Hawk schooled her face instantly, pretending she hadn’t been.

“You’re still the captain of the ship. It’s a naval tradition. Anyone who pilots a ship is called ‘captain,’ regardless of their actual rank. The ship, however, always recognizes the superior officer as ‘the commander’ or commanding officer—the person in charge, giving the orders, and since you have no rank, that’s always me. Thus, even though I’m a colonel, it’s ‘commander on deck.’”

“Naval tradition? I thought you were a space marine.”

“It’s just called the marines. There’s no ‘space.’” Only when Hawk stuck out her tongue did Lucia realize Hawk had been teasing her. “Right, anyway. Yes. I was a marine on a naval vessel.”

Hawk cocked her head as if trying to parse that sentence.

“Don’t bother,” Lucia smiled wanly. “It makes even less sense if you study Earth’s old military. The ENForcers think they’re a perfect copy, but they’re not. We got a lot wrong, but now it’s tradition.”

“No, that wasn’t it. I was just thinking about the irony of a marine not liking seafood.” Hawk pushed herself off the wall to take the now empty tray. Lucia resisted making grabby hands for the buns. “Anyway, you told me all this stuff about captains and commanders on deck a hundred times. I just let you tell me it again, because you always get the cutest little crinkle between your eyes when you have to explain stuff. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you missed it.” 

Lucia had no idea what might have shown on her face because Hawk didn’t give her a chance to react before moving on to the next thing.

“You ready to get off this rock? Because I sure am. I’ll take this to the mess and meet you in the cockpit.”

Lucia nodded briskly. “I hope we net the biggest crook out there. My brain clearly needs an overhaul.”

“You know, in the worst case scenario, Afaafa might do the work for trade.”

“Trade?” Lucia’s hand, which had stayed resting on the wall, lifted dubiously. A lot of people wanted this ship. She had never been quite desperate enough to give it up.

Hawk leaned in and wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. “I know she liked the look of you.”

Oh. That kind of trade. “Yes, but I think her exact words were, ‘Oooo, look at you, I bet you’re hard to damage.’ So count me out.”

“Don’t kink shame,” Hawk teased. “Anyway, not even for a full upgrade?”

That gave Lucia a bit of a pause. She’d do a lot of things for a full upgrade. 

“See! You’re thinking about it!” Hawk said excitedly. “Oh, man, with luck, I can throw myself in as a freebie.” 

So many mental images overwhelmed Lucia. Briefly, she couldn’t form words. Eventually, she banished them with a quick shake of her head. “You’re incorrigible, Hawk.”

“So encourage me,” she said lasciviously.

Watching the tray disappear into the automated dishwasher, Lucia tried to decide if she could make good on the flirtation. “I want to, but we should be monitoring this convergence.”

Hawk’s entire body slumped, mirroring Lucia’s own disappointment. “I hate it when you’re right. But, I’m going to hold you to the promise of messy sex when we cash in on whatever is out there.”

“Deal.”

#

The first thing to come through the convergence showed up on their sensors as a piece of space junk.

“It’s got to be someone’s payload,” Hawk said, as they tried to puzzle out what the bundle of seemingly common metals could be. It traveled on inertia, with no visible engine or sails, except that it clearly followed the course set by the hidden laser array. “We should hijack it.”

Lucia raised an eyebrow skeptically at Hawk. Lucia often struggled to figure out when Hawk was being serious, but the way she leaned into the display made Lucia assume she must be. “I don’t know. It’s risky. It could be someone’s garbage.”

“But garbage that someone has gone to a lot of trouble to send through a smuggler’s alley.”

“Maybe. But it’s not using the lasers, so it might be unrelated—a weird coincidence,” Lucia pointed out. “It could also be some last bit of construction material for this route. What if we haul it in and it’s a bunch of nanos programmed to use all that scrap metal to build a jump gate at the end of this array?”

“Do we have that kind of tech?” Hawk sat in the captain’s chair in the cockpit, as usual, with her fingers hesitating above the grappling hook controls. Lucia leaned in at the threshold, trying not to let another wave of nostalgia turn into PTSD. Another reason that Lucia always let Hawk “drive” the Peapod—being in a seat custom built for her brought back too many memories. “I thought that the whole point of the United Miners was that they built this stuff mostly by hand and that all of it was a trade secret.”

Lucia could only shrug. “I was thinking outside of the box. But, it’s always been an ENForcer wet dream to have nano built gates. I guess that’s why it popped into my mind. It still could be something like that—something programmed to assemble itself at the end of this laser array.”

“Stop scaring me with thoughts of ENForcers with jump technology. Can you imagine?”

Lucia could. In fact, the ENForcers had been working on a self-contained jump ship forever, but The United Miners had kept a tight seal on the tools of their trade in order to keep the ENForcers locked into the inner system. Replicating or stealing those trade secrets was a priority for a lot of people, not just the Force.

The junk neared the perfect point to make a grab. Glancing over her shoulder, Hawk gave Lucia a little look, “Gotta be worth something to someone, right?”

“Stealing it feels like an Oberon-level mistake,” Lucia said, referencing their single worst botched heist on one of the moons of Uranus. “If it were my call, I'd just grab the specs. We’re better off selling information than stealing something that might not be worth the paper it’s printed on. We can sell the information more than once. We only get one shot at a ransom.”

“Fine. But if nothing else comes this way, I’m blaming you,” Hawk grumbled. After a beat, she added, “At least ‘not worth the paper’ still makes sense. Paper money is making a comeback on the far frontiers I hear, and of course your old outfit printed it.” Having pressed the buttons required to gather all the specs and info about the passing object, Hawk leaned back in the pilot’s seat. She tucked her hands behind her head and talked to the ceiling. “But, you know, I’ve been sitting here thinking about the ‘cows on the ice’ thing and I don’t get it. I mean, I understand its usage, obviously, but what the hell. Where did it come from? I have a vague sense that cows are big and maybe aren’t supposed to leave the vat, but why is it bad to be on ice? Half the surfaces of most moons are ice.”

Apparently, they’d agreed not to steal the junk. Lucia let out a little breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding and put her mind to Hawk’s question. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s the nature of hooves. Maybe they’re less steady on ice and no one wants to have to pick up an animal that heavy if it falls down. Maybe one cow attracts others and that’s the problem. Who knows? But, no cow, no trouble.”

“I guess. Cows look like they’d be trouble, generally.” Hawk readjusted the sensor controls as the hunk of space junk passed out of range. “Well, there it goes. I got all I could from it, so fingers crossed that something more interesting comes down the pike”

They both stared expectantly at the console.

Something else had to pass this way, didn’t it? There were only four more hours left until the Array disassembled itself when the convergence ended. As the silence stretched, Lucia started to worry that maybe they’d laid their trap too soon. Maybe the space junk was a test run.

She sucked on her lower lip.

It had seemed ideal since the timing matched up with at least one major holiday. Maybe whoever was behind this secret array didn’t think Janmashitami was enough of a drain on the patrols to make it worth the risk.

Suddenly, they got a faint blip.

“Einstein on a crutch,” Hawk swore under her breath. “I almost lost hope.”

“Same.”

“Alright, let’s see what this thing looks like.”

At this distance it was difficult to parse, but Lucia thought it looked like one those transports on Mars… a semi truck.


  

  Chapter 2

Independence “Hawk” Hawking

Leaning back so far in the pilot’s chair that its moorings creaked, Independence “Hawk” Hawking pondered the 3-D rendering of the sensor data of the incoming ship and thought, By Curie, that is some bullshit.

First space junk and now this?

They needed a good score. A really good score. Something that would make them enough money to afford the jumps to frontier space and a ‘spa day’ with a black market cyberware engineer. Hawk worried about Del Toro. It was one thing to occasionally have a finger joint freeze up, but losing major senses seemed bad. What was she going to do if Del Toro went blind and thought she was in the middle of some old battle or something? With just the two of them rattling around on this giant PTSD trigger of a ship that was a recipe for disaster.

Using the silvered pads in her fingertips, Hawk turned the image of the ship around and around. The more she flipped and rotated it, the less sense it made. Did she have a wooden toy that looked like this back on the commune? What had her mother called it? A half… no, semi truck?

It was true that a spaceship could look however it wanted to. There wasn’t any reason in this day and age that ships had to look like giant dildos, after all. Over the last several centuries, using laser stations and solar sails, humans had crawled their way forward through Sol’s system, to build a series of space-folding jump gates. Human colonies now stretched all the way to the outermost asteroid belt with plans to get to the Oort Cloud. Since most ships were built in space, achieving escape velocity didn’t have to be on the agenda. Many giant freighters never went planetside, either, so she guessed if you wanted to, you could make a ship look like just about anything.

Still.

There was a sense to these things. The New Shogunate of Io tended to make their crafts look like the old, ancient seafaring ships, complete with masts and sails—only now the sails caught solar winds and laser boosters. The People’s Owned Mineral Trading Company of the Asteroid Belt did the same, only they preferred submarines and old, military-style battleships. The rest of the system played around with various takes on the classic designs from history and fiction. There were even a few flying saucers zipping about.

Even so, why in the name of all of Science, would a person design a spaceship to look like an oversized land transport, complete with spinning wheels? Then, make it blink and strobe in neon pink on top of that?

An old spacer superstition flitted through Hawk’s memory. She could almost hear Crazy Old Man Yang’s voice saying, ‘Is it a good idea to attract attention in space? We still don’t know what’s out there, who can see us.’

With a wave of her hand, Hawk dismissed the image of the space semi. She turned to Del Toro, who still clung to the doorway, as though afraid to get too close to the manual controls she once used to outrun a battalion of ENForcers. Hawk wished she could convince her lover that just touching old things wasn’t going to instantly turn her back into the person she once was. “Thoughts?”

“It’s big enough to be loaded with contraband.”

Returning her attention briefly to the specs on the scanner, Hawk nodded. “True enough. So, we play helpless?”

Del Toro frowned almost imperceptibly.

A lot of people thought that Del Toro was a bit scary because she was such a big and powerfully-built woman, who also happened to have an unfortunate tendency towards fierce, cold expressions. But, Hawk had always noticed the subtleties in Del Toro’s face, the soft edges, the brilliant light in her eyes, and all the myriad emotions she kept barely under wraps. Hawk saw all of those same things the moment they first met, when Del Toro appeared to be an entirely different person. Her hair had grown longer now, the curls a riotous wave that spilled over her eyes, the body more curvaceous, but Hawk could still read her like a book. “You’re having second thoughts.”

“Is it possible we’re about to bag an innocent?”

Hawk leaned back in the pilot’s seat and tucked her hands behind her head to consider the questions seriously. “I mean, possible? Yes, there’s always a chance that somehow this… what is this thing? A semi truck?”

“It’s a transport ship,” Del Toro said, as though that part wasn’t obvious. “But for some reason it’s shaped like an Earth land vehicle used for long-distance hauling. We had a few of these kinds of trucks on Mars, but none of them were space-worthy.”

Hawk filled that bit of information away and returned to the original question. She ran a hand through her short hair. “Right, so, if we go under the assumption that the space junk was a fluke, it’s possible that this transport ship is as well. Let’s talk it through. We didn’t detect a surface launch. So, this vessel likely made a stop and then hooked up to this route—a route we know was built clandestinely.” She bounced back upright to double-check the information on the weird-looking ship displayed on the console. “Okay, so it is deploying its solar sails, which—ugh, look like butterfly wings, okay—but, so it knows the laser route is here. If it were lost, it would be coasting on inertia or burning fuel, right?”

“Right.” Del Toro had ventured into the room. She now leaned an arm on the back of the pilot’s chair and stared down at the same information scroll Hawk reviewed. This close, Hawk could smell her. There was the ever-present scent of leather or whatever the old ENForcer uniforms were made of, but also something underneath that smelled like sex and sandalwood.

“We could let this one pass,” Hawk said, glancing up at Del Toro. She focused entirely on the readout, her expression thoughtful. Hawk continued, “If the vessel is only making a stop along the way, it’s probably a small fry in a larger organization, right?”

They locked eyes for a moment. Hawk could see the strategist lighting up inside Del Toro. “Or this is as best as we’re going to get. If I were a smuggler, I’d want the veneer of legitimacy. You store your contraband in the hold of a transport hauling other things.”

Hawk followed the logic. “And you pick one with dancing lights because you’re banking on the idea that the cops won’t bother because they figure no self-respecting criminal would want flashing signs that basically scream ‘look at me, look at me.’”

Del Toro took a final inspection of the wildly decorated vessel on the screen, “Yeah, that’s something, all right.”

“So, we go for it?”

“My soul is already damned,” she said solemnly. “Might as well.”

Hawk nodded, not liking how the fake distress felt either. “It’s a ploy we can only do once.”

“Agreed.”

#

Del Toro wandered off to prep the ship, leaving Hawk to do the people-ing, as usual.

If there was going to be any.

So far the semi truck vessel-thing stayed silent, ignoring their distress call. In a weird way, Hawk took this as a good sign. Their reluctance to help implied maybe they were worried about being caught out in whatever nefariousness they were up to. Still, a con only worked if the bad guys took the bait.

The blinking semi truck of a ship was almost on top of them when the pilot finally hailed. “Looks like you got yourself a fender-bender, Good Buddy.”

Hawk blinked a couple of times, hoping that the words she’d just heard would coalesce into something that actually made sense. When they didn’t, she hit the com, anyway. “Uh… approaching vessel, do you copy? We are in distress.”

“Ten-Four. Happy to help, happy to help. You’re in luck because I just dropped off some groceries, so I’ve got plenty of space in the hold. But, that chunk of ice you’re on has barely enough surface big enough for this rig o’ mine to land. Do you think you have enough fuel to get to my bay doors?”

Hawk could parse about half of this conversation, but she understood the last bit. So, she lied: “We probably have just enough.”

As they worked out the rest of the logistical details, Hawk noted that the pilot never identified themselves or his ship. That was certainly hopeful. The com light blinked, reminding Hawk that she needed to reply. “Uh… ten-four to you, too?” Maybe these numbers were a religious thing? Was ‘and also with you’ more appropriate? Or was there some other number combination return salvo? “Uh, anyway, we are commencing emergency launch procedures. Hold position. We’ll be docking in ten.” And then, since she was not entirely convinced she and this guy were even speaking the same language, she added, “That is, ten minutes in Martian Standard Time.”

He laughed at that. “Not even sure what local time is, are you?”

“Noon? Mimas is tidally locked, so I guess it’s always high noon?”

The pilot seemed delighted by this observation. “How far am I taking you?”

“Next system is fine. Wherever you’re headed. Over and out.” Hitting the specialized, homebrewed auto-pilot that faked the process of rendezvous with the fuel reserve, she got up to go tell Del Toro that they might have scored a bounty, after all.

At the hatch she paused.

Old Man Yang used to also say, “When you feel a strange urge. Follow it. It could be fate speaking.” Mostly, Hawk ignored all the hippy-trippy advice, but something had her going back to the console and downloading all the specs for that bit of space junk into one of the dozens of memory chips attached to earrings, necklaces, and bracelets. Two separate ones, in fact. One she connected to her device, so that as soon as they got somewhere with a system, she could put it on some cloud. The other she hung off her chip necklace, so that it would be hidden among all the chips loaded with porn, spyware, and duds she kept there.

Then, considering the ship they were about to board and the fact that it had come from the same place as the space junk, she wiped the memory of the scan from the Peapod.

#

With a beep of Del Toro’s fob, the Peapod blinked into mirror camo, seeming to disappear in the cold, empty storage section of the transport’s massive trailer. Their rescuer never even blinked when the military-grade cloaking device triggered to stow away their highly-recognizable, bright green ship, which might still have an APB on it, given all that the ENForcers had never given up on its owner.

Hawk and Del Toro exchanged a brief look.

Was this a sign that he was used to illegal shit or just… uninformed?

The bounty on Del Toro and the Peapod were still out there, but both had proved too difficult and too complicated to capture. Most smart people stayed away from something that would kill them; always better to go for the less life-threatening paycheck. Of course, with every passing month that meant the amount offered on Del Toro continued to grow.

Given the sincere smile on this guy’s face, Hawk decided to go with ‘merely disinterested.’ After all, just because he’d been willing to hustle some of his goods in the black market didn’t mean he regularly plugged into the bounty hunter networks. On top of that, it’d been at least a decade since Del Toro’s face was in the news and a lot about her had changed since then.

A lot.

If that wanted notice wasn’t still floating around the net, Hawk would have completely forgotten that Del Toro once wore a different face. The only things the two had in common were skin tone, height, and that nasty, permanent shiner. In the old holo, even Del Toro’s curls were hidden by a severe, military cut. The thick eyelashes might be similar, but nowadays Del Toro accentuated those with the lightest touch of mascara. Reconstruction and a lovely layer of subcutaneous fat softened cheekbones. She still looked dangerous, but much more Femme Fatale Amazon than Murder Cyborg.

Hawk realized she’d been staring adoringly at Del Toro so long that an awkward silence had stretched. She cleared her throat. “Uh, yeah. Show us around?”

Hawk hoped for a tour of the rig, but didn’t really expect to get one, given the security risk to show two strangers the outlay of your ship. Especially someone like Del Toro, who could map the whole thing into her system with a blink of a command.

Yet the pilot happily obliged.

Huh.

Maybe he was just a sincerely sweet guy with zero sense of self-preservation?

He chattered away. They both hung on every word, not because they were interested in vat-grown meat and its storage requirements, but because they waited for him to introduce himself. At least his hot-pink bouffant and synth whiskey-scratched voice made him highly searchable. But a name would make things easier. It was several minutes into the tour before Hawk finally asked, “So, we exchanged our pronouns but not names. What should we call you?”

“Oh!” He blinked as if surprised that he’d forgotten, but this guy was not a great actor and it became more and more clear that he actively avoided that particular bit of information. Even more obvious, he struggled to come up with an answer quickly “How about ‘Yarō’?” he said, at last, as though testing it out. “Yeah, Yarō.”

“Sure,” Del Toro said, like it was perfectly normal to take so long to decide on a name for yourself. “Yarō, it is.”

Hawk, meanwhile, decided on a more direct approach. “So, is that your name?”

“Not exactly. Torakku yarō, means Trucker Guy in Japanese,” he said. “You know about Dekotora right?”

Hawk was very afraid to say that she hadn’t. With a wince at what she knew was coming, she gave him the opening he clearly craved: “No, why don’t you tell me all about it?”

If nothing else, it would give Del Toro plenty of time to find out if there was a bounty. As if on cue, Del Toro sent a private mental message. It appeared as a text scroll along the bottom of Hawk’s vision: Searching. Will let you know what I find.

Hawk nodded as though listening to Yarō while agreeing with Del Toro’s private message.

Yarō continued to explain that Dekotora were a group of long-haul drivers who were into a kind of engineering arts and crafts, as well as maybe some sort of macho posturing, that had been inspired by a Japanese flat-screen entertainment from twentieth century Earth. Yarō gave much more information than Hawk could absorb, and he kept passing his device back to her to show off his own exterior mods and a bunch of historical semi trucks as well as some of his colleagues’ newer rigs that he admired. It didn’t really require much in terms of response, so she nodded a lot and asked more leading questions as they made their way toward a place Yarō called “the cab.”

The cab was apparently where they’d hang out for the duration of the jump to the Jovian system. Hawk hoped it was less industrial than what he’d shown them of the interior of his ship so far, but not as eye-achingly bright as all the pictures he’d shared.

As they stepped over the threshold into the cab, Hawk decided maybe it was worse.

Now that she’d seen all the pictures, Hawk realized that the interior of the cockpit had been made—through holograms and modifications—to resemble the cab of the semis that this Yarō-guy was so into. The aesthetics of truck cabs apparently required the three of them to be rather awkwardly crammed together. Hawk barely had room for her legs, which was ridiculous given the sheer size of this ship. Her elbow kept knocking into the door’s ‘arm rest,’ though she did have to admit that the 'windshield’ with its constantly updated image of the passing lights of the jump gate was kind of cool. The steering wheel Yarō sat behind was just comical, however.

Found him. Del Toro's mind-to-mind text message appeared, as they settled into their spots in the cab. The bounty is a couple thousand Pluto dinar. It’d buy us fuel and a cup of coffee… on Pluto.

Take it, Hawk returned by internal text. I mean, it’s not nothing.

Damn close to nothing, but I agree.

Unaware of their transaction, Yarō kept right on talking about how cool decorated trucks were. “Earth had roads, you know, big stretches of things called ‘highways’—or maybe they were ‘freeways’? There’s some nuanced difference, I guess. I’m not really into the Earth history stuff. I just feel a deep, soul connection to the Dekotora. I ‘kin’ them, you know? I’m doing basically the same job these guys once did, only I’m traveling light hours on the star highway, man.”

Hawk nodded absently. She figured Yarō must have been starved for company, the way he went on and on. It was kind of sweet in a trusting puppy-dog sort of way. She already started to feel a little regret about their plan to bag him once he took them out of the system. She had to remind herself that he had to have some shady deals or he’d never have been anywhere near Mimas.

Hey, she sent to Del Toro. Once he’s nabbed, let’s try to remember to see if we can figure out what he’s hauling.

Good idea. Maybe there will be some kind of reward for that. Seamlessly, Del Toro switched back to talking out loud, to Yarō. “Kin, huh? There’s a phrase I haven’t heard in awhile.”

Del Toro sat on what Yarō had called the ‘sleeper bed,’ behind the pilot’s—er, driver’s seat. Hawk knew from the way Del Toro’s legs crossed with studied casualness that she probably had her stun gun aimed squarely at the back of Yarō’s head. “I’ll bet you’ve never been to Earth.”

“Earth?” Yarō’s tone was full of an imperious sneer. “What are you talking about? No one goes to Earth? It’s a wasteland.”

Hawk thought about correcting him, but it wasn’t like she entirely believed the rumors herself. Her parents were scientific hippies living on what Earthers used to call the ‘dark side’ of their moon. Growing up she had heard some talk from the Lunar folks living on EarthSide that there were signs of recovery on humanity’s mythical ‘homeworld.’ To be fair, it was hard to take anything seriously from those EarthSide Cultists; after all, they still referred to themselves as living on The Moon, like there weren’t a couple hundred others in the system. Hawk still found herself using ‘Moon’ rather than ‘Luna’ occasionally, but she tried hard not to when talking to people from the outer planets as they tended to take offence.

“Hawk’s seen it, you know.” Del Toro nodded in the direction of where Hawk sat in the passenger’s seat. “Earth.”

People still said it reverently. They held onto the word “Earth,” in a single, awe-filled breathy syllable—even Del Toro, who otherwise was jaded about pretty much everything else. Although given how much the ENForcers worshiped it, it should be no surprise.

Hawk rolled her eyes. “I only glimpsed Earth when I headed away from it. I told you, I grew up near Izak’s crater.” Then, remembering no one understood the Moon’s geography any better than they did Earth’s, she added, “That’s on the side that never sees Earth.”

Yarō blinked. “You’re a Loony?”

It wasn’t exactly a slur, but it wasn’t a compliment either. She decided not to take it personally—at least he hadn’t called her a ‘Moonie.’ “My parents were—they still are, I guess, living free in the name of science!” She made the ‘peace sign’ with her fingers disdainfully. “Article One, baby!”

Yarō looked to Del Toro as if for a translation.

Del Toro shrugged, “Something about some ancient treaty that makes the Moon a science utopia.”

Article one of the 1979 Moon Treaty declared Earth’s moon to be a haven for scientific research for the benefit of all humankind. When Earth faded into obscurity and the rest of the system became Capitalist running dogs for the Martian Stratocracy, the Moon steadfastly stuck to its mission of peace and love and resource-sharing space-Communism.

“Huh.” The trucker seemed to take that information in and digest it for a bit, because, yeah, it was a lot. Hawk watched his eyes jump between her and Del Toro several times before he seemed to work up the courage to ask, “Y’all are the strangest couple I’ve ever met. How’d you get together?”

When their eyes met, Del Toro smiled softly, fondly. “The band was awful, but the company was good.”

To the trucker, Hawk explained, “We met in a dive bar.”

“An underwater bar? So like on Europa or Enceladus then?” Yarō had this weird quirk of watching the two of them in the fake rearview mirror, rather than looking them in the eye.

Hawk found herself meeting his eyes in the mirror. “No, ‘dive’ bar is an Earth idiom, it means, like, the kind of place you dart into quickly because you’re embarrassed to go there. Like, dive in, dive out.” And given that Del Toro was still closeted at the time, the more clandestine the better.

Del Toro laughed at the description of the place they first met. “Yeah, accurate. I don’t even remember the name of that bar. You’d hate this place, Yarō. You’d’ve been overdressed for one,” she pointed
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