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      To Raphael Lemkin

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Time comes into it.

        Say it.	Say it.

      

        

      
        The universe is made of stories,

        not of atoms.

      

        

      
        your face

        carries the reaches of air

        I know I am space

      
        my words are air.

        MURIEL RUKEYSER, “THE SPEED OF DARKNESS”
        	FROM OUT OF SILENCE: SELECTED POEMS, 
        	EDITED BY KATE DANIELS

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        She's been looking like a queen in a sailor's dream

      
        And she don't always say what she really means

        GORDON LIGHTFOOT, SUNDOWN

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
          
        Young man, in mathematics you don’t understand things. You just get used to them.

        JOHN VON NEUMANN
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            THE RAVAGER

          

        

      

    

    
      Pavan Khadorov found himself seriously reassessing his chosen career.

      Avoiding certain death when it seemed inevitable because of following orders was just common sense. After all, he had joined the Galactic Syndicate Security Service for thrills, adventure, and service to the Syndicate, not to realize a death wish. In fourteen years, he had seen dozens of situations come and go with little thought other than to get the job done. And to survive it, if possible. And he always had gotten the job done. No matter what the cost. Nevertheless, lately he’d noticed a growing disposition to resist taking actions that in a civilian might raise scruples, or at least a touch of conscience.

      His latest foray into undercover work had exacerbated this tendency. Pavan and his new best friend, Tigyanor Balsteon, were part of the team of pirates assigned to take care of the prisoners. The Ripper had tracked down a sizable cargo ship with Chuati registry as it was leaving orbit around Trastiv-4. The Ripper had locked onto the other ship with a hypertractor field, immobilizing them.

      Pavan was the newest pirate, which meant he got all the shit jobs on the ship. He’d befriended Tig as a start to his infiltration mission. But he had made little progress beyond that before the boarding call.

      Tig grabbed Pavan and tossed away the cleanoid Pavan was using to clean the toilets. The little technoid screamed a thin scream of disapproval as it hit the floor, but the sound disappeared behind them as Tig dragged Pavan along the corridor toward the shuttle bays.

      “Come on, Pavan,” urged Tig. “Step it up. This is your shot at getting ahead. You don’t get ahead by cleaning the heads, my man.”

      “OK, OK,” said Pavan, pulling himself free from the hulking, bearded pirate. “Do I need anything?”

      “Blasters issued from the gun locker in the shuttle bay.”

      They turned into the bay, joined the thirty other pirates jostling for weaponry, and packed themselves into one of the boarding shuttles. Pavan watched the approach to the big freighter with a critical eye. The connoid pilot knew what it was doing. Commercial connoids rarely learned boarding procedures, so Pavan reasoned this was a stolen military or police model or a hacked commercial one. He saw the other two shuttles making sweet approaches to different boarding ports, an unexpected level of tech for pirates. His briefing had suggested they were a ragtag bunch of outlaws, not a highly effective military force. The blaster rifle in his hands was the latest model, too.

      He spotted an ion cannon above their target port. Why no defensive fire?

      The answer came when he and Tig got guard detail. A skeleton crew of five, not enough for anything more than screaming insults at the boarding party. Which they didn’t do either. Pavan suspected a prior arrangement with the crew by The Captain of the Ripper without the owners’ knowledge. The crew would hand over the ship, guarded until they got their payoff. Then the pirates would cast them adrift in lifeboats for rescue by the Trastiv authorities.

      The squad leader, a small pirate with a fixed sneer and wild red hair, said, “You two,” pointing at Tig and Pavan. “Strip ‘em and dump ‘em.”

      Pavan looked at Tig for elucidation of these orders. Tig grinned and said, “Come on, Pavan.”

      He walked over to the first crew member. “Take off your clothes. Now.” He lifted the blaster rifle, and the man nodded quickly and stripped. Pavan got the idea. He handled the next crew member, a small woman who gave him a dirty look as she stripped down. When all five were naked, Tig jerked his head at Pavan, and they herded the crew members down the corridor. They came to a trash portal door.

      “This looks like a good place to put ‘em. Open it, Pavan.”

      Tig pushed one of the crew in the back with his rifle. “In.”

      “Is this necessary?” asked the freighter’s captain, puzzlement prominent in her expression. “Why not—”

      “Just get in.”

      Pavan joined Tig and herded the crew into the trash room. They closed the door.

      “Flush it, Pavan.”

      “But—”

      Tig grinned. “Why waste all those credits on trash? Cheaper to space ‘em. Flush it.”

      Pavan had three choices. If he refused, Tig would do it then shoot him. If he rescued the crew after killing Tig, the other pirates would kill him and then the crew with some excruciatingly painful method. Or he could flush them. Not really a hard decision.

      But it was harder than usual. After fourteen years of this, he had tired of making death or death decisions for people who didn’t want to die. And that’s what gave him second thoughts. But now was not the time. He’d work through these unfamiliar emotions in his spare moments between toilets.

      He pushed the flush button and watched through a viewport as the five bodies floated toward the Ripper. They bounced up against the boundary of the hypertractor reverse torus near the pirate ship until they stabilized. A skeleton crew.

      “Let’s check the plunder, my man,” said Tig, slapping Pavan on the back. “You’ll get a bigger share now.”
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        * * *

      

      Tig sat Pavan down on his bunk a few days after the freighter boarding.

      “What’s wrong, Pavan? You’re dragging around like you got food poisoning, and we’re eatin’ nothing but luxury food we got from the freighter.”

      Pavan slumped back against the bulkhead. He needed to get past the depression that had settled over him like an ulcerating wound that wouldn’t heal. But he couldn’t admit the cause to Tig. Pirates didn’t get depressed over dead men’s tales. The alternative was a blown cover. He wasn’t about to do that. At least, not yet.

      He shook his head and said, “Homesick, I guess. I’ll get over it, Tig. Action would help. We’re just sitting here doing nothing, and all I get to do besides cleaning toilets is think about home.”

      “Home is that nice?”

      Pavan grinned at his friend. “It’s at least got dirt, flowers, and blue sky. And not so many toilets.”

      The burly pirate laughed and slapped Pavan on the shoulder. “I’ll see what I can do to spice up your life. A better set of quarters would help. Hold on a minute.”

      Tig left the quarters, leaving Pavan to his own devices. His main device was his servipad, an ordinary technoid pad with some extraordinary and clandestine features. He was alone for a few minutes. Now was a good time for his report. He took out the servipad.

      “Did you record the names of the murder victims from their NIUs?”

      The Neuronal Identification Unit was the small bit of tech that everyone in the Syndicate had in their brain stem that provided identifying information when authorized.

      The servipad was offended. “Of course, sir, the priority in mission operations is to record any death. And any agent actions that cause expiry of individuals, including authorized killings and collateral—”

      Pavan grimaced. The servipad loved needling him. “Fine. Create a report for the Ducis and send it through the encrypted sub-channel as soon as you can.”

      “I would recommend against unnecessary use of comms, sir, as these technically sophisticated pirates may detect unauthorized—”

      “Whenever you can without being detected.”

      The servipad stood on its dignity. “Certainly, sir. As you wish. But don’t blame me for unexpected events.” The servipad blanked with a short warning about an approaching life form.

      Tig returned, a big smile on his face. “Pavan, pack up. You’re moving to new quarters with me! Way better than here. And no more toilets. Go on, pack up.”

      “Packing up” was a matter of shoving various personal items and clothes into his duffel bag, which took about thirty seconds. Maybe he would finally interact with pirates closer to the command decisions of The Captain. That mysterious individual was off limits to everyone. Pavan had discovered that part of the pirate code on these ships was complete anonymity for the commander of the ship. The Captain gave orders through messages and never revealed himself to the crew. Tig had explained it as a way to control a bunch of unreliable thugs. You didn’t know which thug around you had the power to have you spaced, so you behaved yourself.

      Tig drew a flask out of a deep pocket in his newish jacket. Pavan had seen the jacket on one of the freighter’s crew members that he’d stripped. It was a very nice jacket.

      “Here, Pavan, have a drink. Lavonian whiskey from the freighter. Time to celebrate. Things are lookin’ up for us!”

      Pavan drank. It was Lavonian whiskey, the kind aged in aromatic wood for 100 years. He’d tasted it before, last month, in the Syndic’s house on Gaelea, celebrating his marriage to the Syndic’s niece Margona. Lovely stuff. He took another sip and smiled, remembering his wife and their wedding night. Then he blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      Pavan awoke disoriented and sick to his stomach, face down on a bunk. He groaned and sat up to find a grinning Tig on the other bunk.

      “What did you do to me, you bastard?” groaned Pavan.

      “The oldest pirate trick in the book, my lad,” responded his friend. “Shanghaied you.”

      Pavan looked around. Different quarters, higher class than his old ones.

      “Where are we?”

      “The Ravager.”

      “The…what?”

      “That freighter we raided? A new captain paid The Captain of the Ripper to hijack the ship and recommission it. The Ravager.” He grinned. “That’s why we hove to there. They added armor and more ion cannons to the old lady, making her into a true corsair ship.” He slapped the bulkhead next to him with familiarity.

      “You fucking bastard! I’ve got to get back to the Ripper!” He half rose off the bunk, then thought better of it as his stomach heaved.

      “Settle down, my lad. You’re well and truly fucked, so man up.”

      “I’ve got debts to pay, Tig. Big ones. On the Ripper. To The Captain. I can’t walk away, they’ll kill me.” Untrue, but Pavan couldn’t come up with anything better on the spur of the moment. His Ripper mission was critical. The ship was a menace to navigation throughout the Syndicate, and he had to stop it. And now he was on a ship heading who knows where.

      “All taken care of, I’m sure. Part of the recruiting fee.”

      “Fee?”

      “The Captain of the Ravager needed a crew, and he paid for it. All those new pirates, they were the crew for this ship. The Captain is out to make his fortune, and we’re along for the ride.”

      “I’ll bet some of those credits found their way into your servipad, you rat-fucking son of a bitch.”

      “You’ll get used to the idea, my man. Now, settle down, have a little nap, and I’ll show you the food ponds.”

      “What about the food ponds?”

      “That’s your new job, Pavan. Picking space lice out of the food ponds. It’s a necessary job and a demanding one.”

      “What the hell are space lice?”

      “Plenty of time for all that. Relax. Consider how you’ll show your loyalty to The Captain.”

      “The Captain. I’ve got to talk to him. This can’t stand, Tig.”

      “Nobody talks to The Captain. Told you.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Easy way to learn what space tastes like, my man. Keep pushing and see what happens. Friendly advice, no?”

      “But the Ripper—”

      “Long gone, Pavan. Went into hyperspace after the crew transfer. You’ve been out for hours. The Ravager is halfway to our next raid. We’ll drop out of hyperspace in a few hours.”

      A galactic adventure with no chance of recovering his mission. Maybe becoming a pirate would work for him after all. But what about Margona? Instead he pretended he was still on his mission, just with a different set of pirates. He could do that until he commed the Ducis for new instructions.

      “All right, all right. What’s this raid, and how much plunder will there be?”

      Tig smiled. “More like it, my man. Knew you’d get it. Welcome to the Ravager.”
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        * * *

      

      The Ravager’s raid turned out to be a ruthenium mining station in the Ertes system. Pavan had heard of Ertes before. It was a red star with one gas giant planet, Ertes-1, and a huge asteroid field. Many asteroids now had small mining stations that mined rare elements. The lack of any inhabited planets meant a miner could find an empty asteroid, register it with the Syndicate, and start mining. Eventually, they would form a government and join the Syndicate. But for now, it was independent miners doing their best to make a killing on the rare metals they mined.

      Since there was no government, there were no police. Some miners had gotten together and hired a security company to provide protection, but most of the mining stations were perfect targets for a pirate raid. If raids affected trade materially, the Syndicate might send a patrol ship, but that was unlikely given the number of mines. One less mine wouldn’t even be a blip to the Syndicate, but it would provide a pirate ship with a nice boost to the ship’s takings.

      Pavan gathered all this information as the pirates on food pond duty talked. Picking space lice was a boring occupation. The lice themselves were tiny, disgusting, translucent creatures. They appeared from nowhere despite the best efforts of the ship’s crew, which weren’t up to the hygiene standards of a normal starship. Space lice withstood radiation and poison and so had to be manually extracted and ejected from the ship. No protein in them, either. Disgusting.

      Tig told Pavan that the targeted mining station had a large quantity of ruthenium in storage because of a broken supply chain. The pirates had a buyer ready and waiting for the entire hoard.

      Tig headed up the landing party of ten pirates, and he made sure Pavan was part of it. “You need the experience, Pavan.”

      Pavan, happy to get away from the space lice, was game. Or so he thought.

      The miners had fortified the station with an automated arms system that was no match for blaster rifles. After taking out the blaster ports, the pirates stormed the building and took the couple running the place prisoner. By threatening the wife, they got the husband to open the ruthenium store and started loading the crates of metal onto the transport shuttle. It took three trips to empty the store. Then the shuttle returned to pick up the pirates.

      Tig and another pirate commed The Captain and got their orders. They executed the two miners with two rifle blasts.

      Tig said, “Pavan, clear the rest of the station. Blast anybody you find. Captain’s orders.” Tig grinned. “I gave him your name, Pavan. The Captain knows who you are, now. Don’t fuck this up.”

      Pavan walked through the station, opening doors and checking compartments, until he came to a small room toward the back. He opened the door and found two children, a boy and a girl, sitting on a bed and holding each other. They looked at Pavan with terror in their eyes.

      Pavan couldn’t bring himself to shoot the two kids. That would be too much. Their parents were already dead. Nothing he could do about that. But he didn’t have to kill their kids, too.

      He whispered to the children, “OK, kids, here’s what you do. You go into that laundry closet down the hall, quietly, without a sound. Hide under the clothes. When we’re gone, you’ll need to call for help on the comm system. Can you do that?”

      The girl, older than the boy and showing signs of adolescence, nodded. She helped the boy up, and they crept down the hall with Pavan to the compartment. Pavan shut the door on them, then walked back to the control room.

      “All clear. Nobody else in the place,” he told Tig.

      The pirates boarded the transport shuttle. Tig took out his servipad and said, “Activate the timer, you.”

      “Aye, sir,” responded the servipad. “Five minutes to ignition.”

      Tig ordered the connoid to take the shuttle back to the Ravager. Pavan looked at the small mining building as the shuttle rose and turned away from the asteroid. Suddenly, a bright light lit up the surface.

      “You blew up the station,” said Pavan, watching fragments flying off into space.

      “Captain’s orders. No evidence left. Just in case,” said Tig. “No point in being sloppy, Pavan.”

      The shuttle docked in the Ravager’s shuttle bay, and Pavan joined the pirates, moving the new ruthenium cargo into one of the cargo bays. He had to keep busy, for now.
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        * * *

      

      The pirates gathered at the door of the docked shuttle, blaster rifles ready. It was a week after the raid on the mining station. The Ravager had come across a nice little space yacht en route to a pleasure world, easy pickings.

      The docking door swooshed open, and the pirates swarmed in, eager to see the plunder on tap.

      Pavan was clear on the orders this time: no killing, find the valuables, pile everything up in the docking port and shift it back to the Ravager for sorting. The no-killing part pleased him. According to Tig, The Captain of the Ravager only killed when stealing a ship or raiding a planet. A simple ship raid was just thievery, not a killing opportunity.

      “Yo, Pretty Boy. Get the hell over here and crate up this thing, then get it to the docking port,” called the tall pirate in charge. He towered, covered in tattoos, with a hawklike nose and sharp teeth. He had just grunted when Tig introduced Pavan to him. Pavan looked around, but no other pirate even came close to fitting the description “Pretty Boy.” He got to work on the large, silvery statue, an abstraction that was a truly poor depiction of a bird or a bizarre species of octopus. Valuable? Sure thing.

      Pavan expanded a folding antigravity crate and wiggled the statue into it, then knelt down behind it to fasten the closures. The sounds of drills and saws emanated from the various rooms along the passageway, pirates freeing the yacht of its luxury items. Somebody had discharged a blaster, the ionized air smell competing with a sweet and subtle perfumery from the luxury yacht’s ventilation system.

      Pretty Boy. He’d gotten worse in the mess from other pirates. They seemed to have a hazing ritual or something for new crew mates, especially the ones on the food ponds crew. His dark good looks compared to the rest of the pirates seemed to aggravate them into active antipathy, even the women.

      Pavan heard the pirate in charge talking and peeked over the edge of the crate. A woman he hadn’t seen before was listening and nodding. The blaster rifle and spacer’s boots she wore identified her as a pirate, though her costume was much less colorful than the clothing the other pirates wore. A simple jumpsuit, form-fitting but dark blue and unadorned. This woman was somebody he’d like to know; he had a sixth sense about things like that, based on her style, the shape of her lips, and the way her eyes moved. Later. He kept his head down and listened.

      “The Captain says we’re heading to Ravos as soon as we get this loot on board,” said the woman.

      “What the hell for? I was counting on Khonoë and shore leave.”

      “We’ll get shore leave on Ravos. They’ve got a fine bar in the capital city there.”

      “OK, but why waste our time? That rock is 4,000 hypersecs from here.”

      “The Captain says there’s a weapon there we need to check out. Could be useful. Give us an edge.” The woman smiled. “Anyway, you going to complain?”

      “Hell, no. At least not on the first tour. Captains get impatient about being contradicted on their first tour.”

      “Yeah,” agreed the woman. “Where’s the owner of this barge?”

      “Locked himself in his cabin. You want him?”

      “I checked his Syndicate background. He’s the younger son of a super-wealthy Lavonian merchant family. We’re going to take him and ransom him or sell him to the Bularian slavers if his family doesn’t want him.”

      “OK, I’ll bring him along. Lavonian? We can take the ransom in Lavonian whiskey!”

      “Hurry it up. The Captain wants to move on before any locals respond to the raid here.”

      The two pirates separated. Pavan slid down out of sight. Ravos? Never heard of it. But a secret weapon? Add that to the list of things to report to the Ducis. Along with the Lavonian, of course. And his killings.

      “Did you get all that?” Pavan whispered to his servipad.

      “Of course, sir. My surveillance facility is more than capable—” The screen blanked.

      “Like what you overheard, Pretty Boy?” The voice behind him was a growl. Pavan slowly stood up and turned around. The voice came from a leering pirate, one of the boarding party. “What’s it worth to you to keep it quiet, Pretty Boy? 10,000 credits? Your share of the loot?”

      “What if—” Pavan began. His blaster was too far away to grab.

      “No ifs, Pretty Boy. The Captain don’t like rats on the ship, and you’re a rat, I can tell. Give me that pad.”

      The pirate moved toward Pavan, hand extended. Pavan reached past the extended hand and grabbed the pirate’s vest, pulling him forward. He used the pirate’s weight to move him along in the weak ship’s gravity and threw him over the crate to crash against the passageway bulkhead.

      There were too many pirates nearby to play nice and de-escalate the situation. Pavan leapt over to the fallen pirate, who scrambled up and pulled a knife from a sheath on his belt. The two men circled, the double-edged knife slashing the space between them. Pavan, keeping his eyes on the knife, waited for his opportunity. The pirate made a vicious thrust toward Pavan’s chest. Pavan jumped forward, grabbed the pirate’s arm with both hands, and thrust downward, then pulled with one hand, dislocating the man’s elbow. The knife fell from the pirate’s suddenly useless hand.

      The pirate yelled an unintelligible obscenity and swung his other fist against Pavan’s neck. Pavan, who had kept an eye on the knife, fell backward, twisting to fall next to it. He grabbed the knife and twisted toward the pirate, who was jumping to the attack. As the man dove onto the knife, his eyes opened wide and his mouth opened, but the knife in his chest stopped his heart before any sound emerged. The pirate collapsed over Pavan, pinning him down.

      Pavan pushed the dead man off. Three other pirates ran into the passageway, responding to the noises of the fight. Two of them grabbed Pavan and pulled him to his feet. He left the knife where it was. More killing; not a regrettable one this time.

      Tig and another pirate entered the passageway from another direction. “Pavan!” shouted Tig. “What the hell’s going on?”

      “This guy pulled a knife on me, no reason,” panted Pavan. “The son of a bitch attacked me. I don’t even know who he is.”

      “Maybe he just didn’t like your face, Pretty Boy,” grinned the pirate holding one of Pavan’s arms. “Wanted to give you another scar to match that one on your cheek.”

      Pavan gave the man a dark glance. Tig came up and put a hand on the pirate’s arm. “He’s OK, honest. He wouldn’t just knife a guy, he’s….” Tig’s mouth twisted. “He’s too green. Probably doesn’t even know which end of the knife to use. Got lucky. A coin toss.”

      “Fuck you, Tig,” said Pavan, struggling a bit to give some credence to his reaction. But he gave his friend a nod of thanks.

      The pirates let go of Pavan’s arms. “You’ll have to explain it all to The Captain,” said one pirate. “Be lucky if he don’t space you. But nobody liked this twit.” He nudged the dead pirate with a foot. Behind him, the pirate in charge entered the passageway, pushing a scared young man dressed in an elegant leisure robe ahead of him.

      “What the hell is all this? Why aren’t you all getting the goods to the shuttle?” demanded the big pirate.

      The pirates stepped out of the way to show him the dead body. “Knife fight. Looks like Pretty Boy got the best of it against Tiny here.”

      “That man is dead,” stated the young man, turning an interesting shade of green.

      The pirate in charge pushed the young man forward. “Get down to the docking port or you’ll be dead with him,” he said. He stared at Pavan. “If Tiny wasn’t such a complete fuckup of a pirate, I’d kill you, Pretty Boy. Well, stuff happens. You broke it, you own it. Get the body back to the Ravager, along with your cargo. Now. And you, Tig—you’re responsible for making sure Pretty Boy gets back to the Ravager all safe and sound, nice like. And you, Kolnor, you go find one of this kid’s hostesses and ‘recruit’ her. We’re a pirate short now. Got it?”

      He pushed the boy, who stumbled, then kept pushing him down the passageway. He said, over his shoulder, “And the rest of you get back to work! Captain wants to leave, now! Before the local gendarmerie comes calling. Move it!” He disappeared. The other pirates dispersed, leaving Pavan to his charnel work. He packed the body into another antigravity crate and stacked it on top of the one containing the silver statue. He couldn’t decide which was the least valuable.

      Pavan pushed the antigravity crates down the passageway to the docking port, joining the line of pirates pushing similar crates. He didn’t look back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            SHORE LEAVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Pavan and Tig trudged out of the space elevator tunnel into the shabby arrivals lounge on Ravos. Pavan’s eyes probed for anything threatening. Boxes and crap everywhere. Stevedores, technoids, and who knew what else lounging around. The smell reminded Pavan of a spacer’s boot that had seen far too many landfalls on the wrong feet. Pavan checked that he had securely stowed his servipad and microblaster in an inner pocket.

      “A bunch of us are gonna meet up in a bar in the city, Pavan,” said Tig. “You gotta come. The place is a riot. They love visiting pirates, and they got everything you need. Music, girls, any drink or drug you want.”

      “I was thinking of a walk in a nice park somewhere,” joked Pavan.

      Tig took him seriously and gripped his arms and shook him. “Your problem is you need to have some fun, my man. That’s what shore leave is for. Besides, things here ain’t exactly a walk in the park. The planet’s interdicted, so everything’s in chaos. They’ll rob and kill you within two minutes out there.”

      “If the planet’s interdicted, how did we get down here?”

      “Trade secret, my man. The Captain’s connections. Makes the place exclusive to us, great for shore leave. ‘Course, Khonoë is best.”

      “What’s Khonoë?” He’d overheard the pirates talking about it on the Ravager.

      “Pirate planet, outside Syndicate jurisdiction. Wide open for anything you want.”

      Shore leave. Bars with all-you-can-anything. Pirate planets. Pavan found little in the lounge to suggest his life was improving. Might as well enjoy himself before he died. Shore leave. Sure thing.

      Tig pulled Pavan out to the transit platform, and they climbed into the first cab they found. It was decrepit, but it cheerily promised them it would get them wherever they wanted to go.

      “So, where to, guys?” asked the cab. “There ain’t that many tourists here these days. What kinda fun you lookin’ for?”

      Tig laughed. “The Golden Pig.”

      “OK, bud.” The cab was silent for a minute, processing. “Ya sure you can handle it? That place…”

      “Do we look like the kinda guys can’t handle a little fun?”

      “Just checking, bud. Say, that area of town is kinda heavy. Cost you another ten credits, hazard fee, case I get some damage needs fixing.”

      “Just get us there and step on it, and you’ll get twenty.” Tig clearly felt flush from his share of the mining station doings.

      “You got it.” The old cab tore off with a sharp whine of its antique ion converters.

      The cab was old, dilapidated, and tired. It said so, several times. As this wasn’t much of a conversation starter, Tig and Pavan ignored it. Tig closed his eyes. Pavan’s servipad wasn’t as insensible. Pavan had taken it out to get some background on the planet.

      “I cannot myself order this mechanical coffin-dodger to mute itself, sir,” said the servipad. “I would humbly ask that you perform that function.”

      “No, I enjoy listening to it.” He didn’t. But he didn’t want to give any ground to the servipad.

      The cab said, “What kinda flat-boy porker you carrying around, son? Ain’t got no respect, that’s what I say.”

      “I don’t—”

      “Sir, I must insist that you mute this ancient rust-bucket before my auditory facilities overload. Please. Sir.”

      “Well, since you ask—”

      “I ain’t shuttin’ up for no little punk-pad ain’t been around long enough to learn manners, bud. I take you where you wanna go, you and your paddy, but I ain’t takin’ any orders from nobody.”

      “That’s fine, I don’t—”

      “Sir, really—”

      “Will you be quiet! And stop interrupting.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “That’s telling it,” commented the cab.

      Tig, eyes still closed, shook his head slowly at this interaction but said nothing.

      Pavan’s mind wasn’t on this conversation. He finally had open comms to Gaelea and had to report to the Ducis in private. Carousing in a bar full of pirates would not help with this.

      The cab screeched to a halt. A man had jumped in front of it and raised his arms.

      Pavan leaned forward to check things out through the pseudowindow. “What—”

      “Hold on a minute, bud. Got to deal with this guy.”

      “What does he want?”

      “Probably a robber. No worries, gents, I’m armored. He’ll figure it out and go away in two ticks.” The man raised a stick and pounded on the cab’s roof. The noise barely penetrated.

      “He’ll be dead in one tick,” said Tig, pulling a blaster pistol from a capacious pocket in his nice jacket.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” said the old cab. “No guns! People are starving out there, ya know? Besides, if you go out there, his twenty friends will jump you and your friend here, tear you apart, then trash my seats. Don’t do it.”

      Pavan said, “Tig, we’re on shore leave, not on a raid. Nobody needs to die here.”

      Grumbling, Tig put the gun back in his pocket. “What are you gonna do about it, you? We don’t want any uniforms,” he told the cab.

      “Hum.” And that was all it said.

      “Hum what?”

      “Really loud. You can’t hear it ‘cause of the armor soundproofing.”

      Pavan could detect a high-pitched whistle leaking through the old cab’s creaky doors. The attacker dropped the stick and backed away, covering his ears. He finally slunk out of range of the pseudowindows and disappeared.

      The cab jerked forward, fast, whipping Tig and Pavan back in their seats. “Almost there,” said the cab.

      Pavan watched the chaos go by. He asked his servipad to summarize the planet. The pad gave him a five-minute overview of the transformation of a perfectly nice, prosperous trading world into a frenzied, starving mess, all courtesy of the Syndicate interdiction. He’d seen worse worlds, worlds held in thrall to religious fanaticism, worlds destroying themselves to make their leaders rich. This one’s problem was courtesy of Pavan’s employers. The chaos in Pavan’s life, courtesy of his employer, mirrored the chaos he saw in these streets.

      Ideas formed in Pavan’s mind, ideas that could get him freed from life among the pirates. Freed from the brutality of the GSSS. But he had to talk to the Ducis. Privately.

      The cab pulled up in front of a large, square building painted in garish colors with a blinking vid sign advertising all the things a pirate might want. The vid showed a grotesquely obese pig, shining gold, behaving badly with all those things.

      “OK, fellas, here you are. Credits?”

      Tig waved his servipad, and the cab took its fare. It said, “Commed my call signal into your pad, fella. Just call when you need a ride. And a piece of advice: watch yourself and your friend. He looks a little green, ya know?”

      “Yeah,” said Tig, grinning. “Green he is. Come on, Pavan.”

      Pavan needed time. He thought fast and held up his servipad. “This servipad is getting to me. Do you know a good place where I can get this thing an attitude patch?”

      “Sir—” started the servipad in an alarmed voice.

      “Flat-boy needs a wipe, way I hear it,” said the old cab. “But yeah, I got a special deal with a guy can fix anything. Cost you six credits for the round trip.”

      Pavan turned to Tig. “I’ll be back in an hour. I’ll meet you in the bar.”

      “Don’t be long, my man. All the drinks will be drunk, along with the rest of us,” said the pirate, grinning. He exited the cab and slammed the door.

      “Ouch!” said the old cab. “Hey bud, your pal ain’t got much in the way of manners, does he?” The cab whined its ions and set off.
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        * * *

      

      “Sir, I really must protest this unwarranted attack on my functionality,” stated the servipad. “And I must point out that regulation 3824.6 of the Guidelines is quite clear that damaging government property—”

      “Quiet, you. This is not the place. And I won’t damage you.”

      “Sir—”

      Pavan addressed the old cab. “Can you drive around the streets for an hour? I don’t want to damage my pad. I just need some time alone. My friend—well, he’s a bit much, sometimes.”

      “I get that, son. Sure, I can show you the sights. I’ll cruise along the river, and you can check out the fires on the other side. Real pretty, the way the light glows.”

      “Thank you.” Pavan wasn’t really listening to the cab. He was using his fingers to instruct his servipad to set up a privacy shield. The servipad, reassured about its survival as a viable artificial intelligence, did as he asked. The shield created an image of Pavan gazing out the pseudowindows and conversing with the cab.

      “Privacy established, sir.” Silence descended.

      “Comm the Ducis on an encrypted sub-channel, priority one.”

      The servipad complied, and after a short wait, the Ducis’s dark, austere face appeared in front of Pavan. The set of his mouth was grim, and the image seemed to glare directly into Pavan’s eyes.

      “Well, Pavan? Where the devil are you? Why haven’t you reported?”

      Pavan touched an icon to upload his report. “It’s all in my report, milord. I’ve had to abort my mission on the Ripper because they shanghaied me onto a new pirate ship, the Ravager. Now I’m on Ravos.”

      “Ravos.” The Ducis’s eyes flicked as he checked his vizquery. “That’s 4,000 parsecs from where you’re supposed to be! And it’s interdicted. How did you get through the shield?”

      “I’m not sure, milord. These pirates have connections.”

      “This does not please me, Pavan. The depredations of these pirates on Syndicate shipping need to stop.” The eyes flicked some more. “Your report shows little progress, and your incidental damage tally seems excessive.”

      “I agree, milord, but I see no way to resume that mission. What about fixing Ravos?”

      The grizzled beard jutted forward. “Fixing?”

      “Interdiction has just about destroyed the planet. Surely there’s something we can do about it. And I’m here and ready to do what it takes.”

      The Ducis cocked his head. “Your report mentions the pirates who abducted you are after a weapon on Ravos.”

      “I don’t believe there is anything here worth their while. They’ll leave soon, and I can stay and work on things here.”

      “Unfortunately, your assessment is quite wrong, Pavan. The interdiction is a result of our discovery of a serious threat to the Syndicate on Ravos.”

      “What can you tell me about it, milord?”

      “Not a lot. Something on the planet can disrupt hyperspace within a hypersec. Interdiction prevents damage to shipping and trade in the vicinity. The Syndicate Security Council has decided we need not go to the expense of rooting it out and destroying whatever it is. Ravos is not very important to trade. But now that you’re there, we can investigate and take action.”

      “Is there any information I can use to locate this weapon, milord?”

      “No, we know very little more than that it exists.” The Ducis smiled a grim smile. “They call it the Secret of Ravos in the reports, just to be mysterious.”

      “Can I get the PIS to help in locating the Secret?”

      “I’m afraid not. In fact, the PIS will undoubtedly do everything in its power to stop you.”

      “Can you tell them—”

      “Relations between the PIS and the GSSS are problematic just now, Pavan. Politics.” Another grim smile. “Best to assume they are the enemy that wants you dead, as you’re treading on their territory. And Pavan—we have already spent a good deal of time on these pirates. You have a week to complete this mission.”

      No information, no help, a deadline, and the threat of death. Another classic mission from the Ducis. He could abort the mission and return to Gaelea in disgrace. Not really an option.

      “Milord, I have an idea. Why not use the pirates?”

      “Explain, Pavan.”

      “They’re already looking for the Secret. I can get them to help with their connections on the planet.”

      “I don’t see how that helps, Pavan.” The Ducis frowned. “A hyperspace weapon and pirates is not the best combination.”

      “Milord, think about it. As it is, you have nothing. If the pirates have it, you can take advantage of my infiltration to raid and capture them along with the Secret once they’ve gotten it off planet. The expense will be nothing, since the budget already includes taking out the pirates. I’ll be on hand to sabotage things as required so they can’t use it against us.”

      The dark face in front of him continued frowning, the thin lips tight. “It’s too dangerous.”

      The Ducis meant dangerous to the Syndicate, not to Pavan, of course. “I’d like to try it, milord.”

      “Very well. With one qualification—you’ll have to destroy whatever you find if you can’t control it. And you can use whatever force necessary to do that.” Meaning Pavan could kill anybody or anything that got in his way. Even the whole planet. Pavan examined the Ducis’s stony face and realized that if his mission failed, the Council would order the destruction of Ravos. That’s why the PIS had done nothing about the Secret.

      “Yes, milord.”

      “I authorize the mission, Pavan,” said the Ducis, again staring right at his eyes. Pavan felt the subtle ringing in his ears that implied a do-or-die order in his neuroinstinctual command pathways. The Ducis didn’t take chances with this kind of mission, and the GSSS modifications to Pavan’s brain let the Ducis enforce his mission orders to the death. Pavan’s death.

      The Ducis’s face disappeared. Pavan told his servipad to end the privacy shield.

      The cab was in the middle of a diatribe about a local politician. Pavan let it wind down, then said, “Well, thanks for the tour. I’m ready to get back to the Golden Pig now.”

      “Think twice, son. The Pig ain’t no place for nice, quiet types like you. Say, ya like a little flutter? Got a place right down this street—”

      “Sir, I must remind you of agency guideline 765.2352 relating to expenditures of money on games of chance,” broke in his diligent servipad.

      “My guardian angel here has a point, cabby. Onward to the Golden Pig. Nothing in the guidelines about drinks, is there,” he stated with authority.

      The servipad admitted this was so, and the cab perked up on hearing its wounded tone.

      “What agency you with, son? I do a lot of government work. Most of ‘em are hunkering down right now.”

      “Yeah,” said Pavan. “Got to meet my friend at the bar. Urgent.”

      “Be at the bar in two ticks, son! Just watch yourself. Rough place for a G-Man. And a piece of advice: put a muzzle on that flat-boy.”

      “Sure thing,” said Pavan.
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        * * *

      

      Pavan could still feel the arctic eyes of the Ducis staring into his. As the old cab navigated the Ravosi street jungle, Pavan worked through the underbrush of his duty and how he had fallen into the deep pit of covert operations. He had eased into his job through his father’s connections to the Ducis. But he hadn’t stumbled into it; he wanted the adventure and thrills of a black ops job. His family was minor nobility on Gaelea, and the life he led as a teenager bored him beyond sentience.

      He relished the duties and missions the Ducis gave him, even as they led him farther down the path of moral ambiguity. He’d wound up unambiguously amoral, but he always did his duty. Something about the Ducis urged obedience; not fear, precisely, but deference and honor. In doing your duty, you contributed something very special to the glory of the Syndicate, to the honor of Gaelea. Not that the Ducis cared. The man knew what he wanted and didn’t care who died in the getting of it.

      For Pavan, glory was increasingly threadbare as the weight of the things he had done tore at the fabric of his self image. He had begun to dislike himself.

      Then he met Margona. It was unexpected, the jaded agent meeting the lively, engaging, and exacting surgeon. That she helped him out of a tough place of his own making without too much judging awoke him to her quality. That she had overlooked his bad qualities enough to fall in love awoke him to his own closet of worn-out feelings. That the Ducis had sent her to help by calling in a favor from her uncle, the Syndic of Gaelea, cemented the relationship. They married within a month of his return from the mission. The beginning of the end. Pavan’s lust for adventure kept him on the job. Even now, a settled life might bore him. Have to see about that.

      The cab swerved suddenly, throwing Pavan against the side pseudowindow.

      “What was that?” he asked, pushing himself up.

      “Better hitch up that harness, son. Looks like things might get a little wild.”

      Pavan looked at the reverse view and saw rocks falling short of the cab’s rear, thrown by a group of people dressed in rags. They receded into the distance. He looked down and saw a feather on the floor of the car. His lucky feather. He reached and gathered it in. Margona had handed it to him on the walk she’d taken with him on the beach, the day after they’d first made love. She’d told him it would remind him how it was to be in love, light as a feather. That feather had seen him through some dark things. Those two kids on the mining station, for instance. Not to mention the Ravager killings. He put the feather into an inside pocket where it wouldn’t get lost in the turbulence. Pavan hit the harness button, and the webbing wrapped around him to hold him to the seat.

      He could always disappear. Make a new life for himself. A life worth living, energizing but principled. He knew all about changing identities. The Ducis had triggered his GSSS neuroinstinctual pathways to make sure Pavan didn’t do something like that. But the Ducis wasn’t aware that Margona, the best neuroplastic surgeon on Gaelea, had removed those pathways. He was free to choose. And she might even take care of changing their NIUs. But that was the snag: Margona. He could disappear himself, but not her. She’d have to agree. Why would a successful surgeon who also was a rich noblewoman want a different life under a new name on a planet where she was nothing at all? She was the niece of the Syndic of Gaelea, after all. Pavan and his feather wouldn’t be enough on that scale. But if the Ducis learned she altered his pathways, all bets were off.

      “Sir,” said the servipad from his other pocket, a little muffled. “My long-range sensors detect an approaching explosive—”

      “Muzzle it, flat-boy,” said the cab. “Already on it. One a them street mines.”

      The cab swerved again into a side street.

      Pavan grouched, “Is this going to take long, cabby? I’ve got to get to that bar soon or my friend won’t be able to talk to me.”

      “We’ll get there, son. Don’t bust a gut. A little shortcut or two.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Pavan relaxed back against the seat and thought out his plan. He’d work on Tig, convince him that a treasure hunt would make him rich. It would pay him back for all his hard work, bringing Pavan along as a rookie pirate. Tig would use his connections to find out where this Secret was, then they’d go get it. And he’d do it by killing no one or destroying anything. Sure thing. If Tig didn’t blast anything that moved. If Tig had connections. If Tig didn’t take everything for himself. If other pirates didn’t step in. If The Captain wasn’t already stepping in. That woman pirate said the Ravager was going to Ravos to check out a weapon. Maybe The Captain had already found it and taken it. All the better—then all Pavan had to do was report in to the Ducis and stand by for the GSSS raid.

      He’d convince Tig this was a treasure hunt, not a raid. He’d raise the threat of the PIS troops. He’d tell Tig they’d destroy the Ravager if they found out what was happening as a result of Tig killing somebody. A low profile. He’d get it done. Even at the cost of the final shreds of his self image through some killing.

      If he survived the ride to the bar. The cab swerved hard again to avoid another crowd of badly dressed locals holding chains and sticks, sped down an alley, and made a hard turn.

      “Here ya go, the Golden Pig. Now you watch yourself, son.”

      Pavan paid the cab and crossed the pothole-filled street to the bar door.
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        * * *

      

      Pavan stepped onto the sidewalk in front of the Golden Pig, only to confront three ragged individuals pleading for money. He told them no, and they expressed their displeasure. After a few knuckle punches, a bouncer intervened with a chain, chasing off the beggars.

      Pavan stumbled into the entry hall, where another bouncer caught him up—literally three feet off the floor—and patted him down. The bouncer lowered Pavan to the floor, then held out his hand. Pavan removed his microblaster and handed it over, feeling defenseless. The bouncer gave him a weapons-check tag and propelled him into the bar.

      Now he had to find Tig among this heaving mass of piratical humanity. No, first get a drink. Living as a pirate had changed his priorities a little. Pavan looked over the heads of three gentlemen, arm in arm, singing wildly along with the music; the song they sang was completely unrelated to that music. He spotted a bartender, towel in hand, with a head of wild yellow hair and a grim expression. He couldn’t see the bar behind the crush of pirates.

      Pavan edged around the three inebriates, dodged a wild swing of a massive hand from a pirate sitting at a table telling a story to a small woman who laughed loudly at it, and pushed a space open between two semi-conscious pirates who propped up the bar. He held up a finger, crooked at the right angle, and the barkeep smiled and filled a glass with a golden liquid and handed it to him, taking his servipad and charging the drink with his posnoid, all in one fluid motion.

      Pavan left the bar and stuck his head up above the tall individual in front of him. He saw Tig, staggering backwards, fall over a table, blood gushing from his nose. Pavan started toward him to help. Tig scrambled up, rage showing from his balled fists to his gritted teeth. Pavan followed his eyes to find a woman sitting calmly at a table, sipping her drink, staring a little blankly at his friend. It was the pirate Pavan had seen on the yacht talking about Ravos.

      Tig stepped toward the table. Pavan looked around for anyone who might have bloodied his nose. The surrounding pirates seemed uninvolved in the drama. Then Tig gave a choking gurgle and fell where he stood. The woman froze, mouth opening in what Pavan took for horror. Tig rolled over and showed blood dribbling out of a chest wound along with a pair of extremely dead eyes. A blade had penetrated what passed for the pirate’s heart and stopped it. But the blade was no longer there.

      The woman stood up with empty hands at her side, concern crunching her features. A bouncer pushed his way through the crowd, grabbed her, and searched her without worrying about any niceties.

      “She’s clean. OK, who’s got the knife?” queried the bouncer, looking around and scanning with a personal sniffnoid. All the pirates, now silent, raised their empty hands. Noise burst out, and the music resumed. The bouncer shook his head in exasperation and dragged Tig out.

      So much for his only friend, cultivated as a source over three months of pirating. He had been counting on Tig for his mission. Well, shit.

      He walked over to the woman, taking stock of her as he went. Definitely someone he would like to know. Sure to be helpful to his mission, too.

      “Hi, my name’s Pavan. Buy you a drink?”

      She looked at him vacantly, her eyes and mouth tight with dread, then her eyes sharpened. “Dellatrix. Weren’t you palling around with Tig on the ship?”

      “Well, yeah, he was my best friend, but what the hell, it looks like I need new friends. Drink, Dellatrix?”

      “Sure, why not?” She visibly shed her emotions over Tig’s dramatic exit and moved toward the bar. Pavan followed, signaling the bartender with two fingers slightly crooked to let the lady have whatever she wanted on him. The bartender grinned and poured.

      “To life,” said Dellatrix, her full lips curving as she drank.

      “Sure thing.” Pavan knocked back his drink and signaled for two more.
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      An hour later, Pavan and his new best friend sat on bar stools vacated by unconscious pirates. Two very green and bright eyes gazed at Pavan with what he took to be interest. Dellatrix Devdan had one elbow on the bar as she stirred the ice in her drink. They’d exhausted the horrors of Tig’s death, and time appeared to have helped Dellatrix to recover from it, so they’d moved on to more personal questions.

      Pavan asked, “Where are you from? A pirate family?”

      She smiled and sipped. “Nope, born and raised in a good family. I went bad later when I realized where the real money was.”

      “A lot of pirating?”

      “I’ve seen my share of interesting boarding parties, yes.”

      “All with The Captain?”

      Dellatrix looked at him. “How long have you been with us? Not long, or I’d know you better.”

      “Joined the Ripper, switched to the Ravager. Nice ship.”

      “After The Captain upgraded it, yes. And full of nice cargo,” she said.

      “I’m sure it will all fetch a good price.”

      “What’s your contract percentage?”

      “Contract?” he asked, mystified.

      “Oh ho. Migrant labor, that’s what you are, Pavan.” The green eyes danced a little in amusement.

      “I don’t…”

      “Of course you don’t. Pavan, as migrant labor, you get to die for The Captain but you won’t get rich.” She raised an eyebrow, and the bartender delivered the requested drink as though he’d had it already poured and ready for her.

      Pavan made his move. “Dellatrix. What a nice name—it goes with your eyes.”

      “That is the worst, most bat-shit, irrational pickup line I’ve ever heard.” The pirate stirred her new drink and sipped.

      “I usually depend on my looks,” he replied.

      This was fact; his pickup techniques had never been the same since his wife Margona had rummaged around in his neuroinstinctual pathways. He suspected she’d added some inhibitions she hadn’t told him about while adjusting his problematic neuroinstincts. He could work around it, though, kind of like a bad stutter. And his dark good looks combined with the faint piratical scar on his cheek got him past his fumbling verbal inanities most of the time. Margona had never understood or accepted that sex was one of the key tools in a secret agent’s toolkit. She loved him and expected him to love her the same way. He did, but he had his job to do, and Margona was getting in the way. Maybe that was yet another reason to retire. But not just now.

      Dellatrix grinned. “Your looks are good enough for a few drinks, but that’s it, my man.”

      Perhaps a more direct approach? He put a hand on her knee. “How about it, Dellatrix? We can—”

      Pavan stopped because of Dellatrix’s extreme reaction to his pass. She’d stepped backward off the stool and stood looking at him with terror in her eyes. He was losing her.

      “Dellatrix, I’m sorry! Please, sit down. What’s wrong?”

      Dellatrix lost some of the terror, but didn’t move. She said, “I…sorry, it’s just…Tig’s getting killed must have affected me more than I thought.” She shook her head impatiently. “Damn it, I’m a pirate, not some delicate flower. What is wrong with me?” She looked around as though tigers were stalking her.

      “Sit back down, Dellatrix. Have another drink. Let’s talk about it.”

      “I don’t…I can’t…be with anyone right now. With you. All right?” Her voice rattled as her panicked breathing slowed.

      “All right. No problem at all. Just sit down, have a drink, and we’ll close the bar down listening to the music.”

      Dellatrix eased her way back onto the bar stool, her hair hanging a little forward as she bent her head, hiding her eyes. Pavan signaled for two more drinks. He couldn’t use sex to get her on his side, so he’d use her vulnerability. There was no way he was walking out of this bar with no friends in the Ravager’s crew. Besides, a damsel in distress—what good was a secret agent if he couldn’t help those in need once in a while? And there was something about her lips…and her eyes. Green eyes, with flecks of gold. He wanted to get the pain out of those eyes and see what remained.
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        * * *

      

      Dellatrix looked around. “Can you find us a table? I get leg cramps on these stools.”

      Sensing a major test of his manhood, Pavan excused himself and walked over to a small table in a corner. He leaned over the two well-dressed gentlemen with a threatening attitude. In a low voice, he said, “10,000 credits for the table?” He held up his servipad in front of his body so Dellatrix couldn’t see it. The two men looked at each other, nodded.

      “Each.”

      “Take it,” said Pavan.

      The two men reached and touched the pad, smiled, and got up, picking up their drinks. Pavan signaled to Dellatrix.

      “Enjoy,” said one man, looking at the woman crossing the bar.

      “No worries,” said Pavan. “And thanks.”

      “Thank you,” said the other man, and they left. The servipad gave a little grumble of discontent. Pavan put it away, ignoring the implied criticism of excessive expense spending.

      “That was impressive,” said Dellatrix, seating herself. “How did you do it?”

      “Professional secret.” And it was: he’d just spent about 20% of his mission budget on a bar table. If that wasn’t a secret, he didn’t know what was. He’d spend some time later convincing the servipad to report it as a necessary expense so he wouldn’t need to explain it to the Ducis. Impressing Dellatrix was a necessary expense, but not one the Ducis would pass.

      He started where they’d left off. “You still haven’t explained that migrant labor remark, Dellatrix.”

      “Look. Real pirates get contracts. Like merchant spacers, only illegal—no courts, only trust and killing to enforce them. The pirate code. But migrant labor: no contract, no percentage, just killing or dying when it’s required and a decent wage.”

      “Nobody mentioned a contract to me. Or a code. Or dying.”

      “Poor Pavan. Migrant labor.” She grinned. “You’re lucky to be alive.”

      “What do you do for your percentage, Dellatrix?”

      She laughed. “I do what The Captain needs me to do, Pavan, and he likes my dedication and service orientation. And results. I’m very well compensated for my professional skills. The Captain has an excellent track record of providing remunerative opportunities.”

      “What’s he like? The Captain. I’ve never seen him.”

      “Nobody’s ever seen him.”

      “So, I’ve been told he’s a front for the backers. Are they real?”

      “It takes a lot of capital to run a pirate crew, Pavan, even with a stolen ship. If we were out here on our own, we wouldn’t be dressing this well.”

      Pavan thought that most of the pirates he’d seen dressed like homeless refugees, but he said nothing. Dellatrix wore the same trim, dark blue uniform suit that he’d seen before. She looked good in it. The only jarring note was the thick spacer’s boots, the expensive kind, ready for anything that a spaceship could throw at her.

      “Just how good is this guy?” he asked.

      “At pirating? Top level. Connections, nothing but connections. He’s smart and tricky. He finds the ships with the most reward and least risk. The Ravager, for example. A skeleton crew of five with no small-arms experience tending a freighter full of luxury goods. A sitting duck.”

      “Too good to be true, I’d say.”

      “A set up job. Connections. Lots of black market money to be made. A great investment.”

      “The crew…”

      “Tig took care of them. A skeleton crew.”

      “Well…” Should Pavan take credit for this? Would Dellatrix approve or disapprove? She was a pirate, but she’d reacted badly to Tig’s death. “I had something to do with that.”

      “You did?” Dellatrix grinned and nodded. “There you go. Migrant labor.” The green eyes stared steadily into his. “But not all of us like killing, at least useless killing. I don’t know, Pavan. Sometimes I wonder if I’m in the right profession.”

      Pavan drank up and signaled for a server. “The money’s good. Just how long have you worked with The Captain?”

      “Years, now.” Dellatrix raised a crooked finger. The server was right there with her drink. “Our last ship had an unfortunate incident with a Syndicate patrol. That’s how we all wound up on the Ripper, ready for a new ship. She’s working out well for us, the Ravager.”

      “I understand we took somebody for ransom from that yacht.”

      He saw the tip of her tongue lick her lip after another sip from her drink. “Already sent back to his family. The Captain made sure we had enough reward before granting us shore leave here. And that guy provided us contractors with a nice chunk.”

      Pavan felt he was losing ground with the woman, who was way above his pay grade, which was pretty high, at least with the Service. He had to up the stakes. What could he offer her to get her attention?

      “The Secret,” he said.

      “How’s that?”

      “The Secret of Ravos.” He was all in.

      Dellatrix looked around at the pirates filling the bar.

      “If this place has a secret, it ain’t here.”

      “Why are we here, Dellatrix?”

      “Drinks? Good company?”

      “I mean, on this planet. Why?”

      “The Captain brought us here.”

      “Why, though?”

      “Ravos is forbidden. The Captain said he thought it would be a good place to hide and get some rest and recuperation.”

      “I’ve heard rumors of a pirate planet….”

      “Khonoë? Sure, we’ll get there, but The Captain wanted something in this sector. He’s got something in mind, we just haven’t heard the plan yet.”

      Dellatrix lied about her knowledge. But he needed her help, so he’d keep that to himself.

      “He keeps things pretty close to his chest, The Captain?”

      “If he has one. A pirate chest.” She gave a musical little laugh at her own joke.

      “How close are you to him?”

      “Close enough to know that if he doesn’t want to tell us what he’s doing, he expects us to just do it when he tells us. Close enough to know that we’ll get rewarded for not getting in his way.”

      “Does he just sit in a room somewhere, like a huge, black spider on a web?”

      Dellatrix smiled. “A poisonous one. Great image, Pavan. But, no. He’s one of us.”

      “Us?”

      “The crew. He uses the technoids to communicate and run the ship to his satisfaction, but stays hidden within the crew. That way, he always knows what’s going on with no one knowing that he knows. Makes it hard to plot against him.”

      Pavan turned persuasive. “Look, we’re two grown pirates with time on our hands here in a bar doing nothing except talking. And drinking. We can find this Secret, sure we can.”

      “Oooo, a search for buried treasure, now you’re talking.” She grinned. “Another pirate thing. Sure would get our minds off killing.”

      “Do you have any idea what the Secret is?”

      “Sure. It’s a pile of jewels in a large wooden box. Buried with a skeleton on top. Do you have a map with an X on it?”

      Pavan checked the surrounding tables. Nobody’s ears seemed to be directed at them. The server came and went with their next round of drinks. He leaned toward his new best friend.

      “It’s a big deal. It’s a device that can control hyperspace. Shut it down. Nothing in, nothing out.”

      Dellatrix smiled. “Sure it is.”

      “I’m serious, Dellatrix.”

      “And how did you learn this?” Dellatrix stared at Pavan with doubt in her eyes.

      “I overheard some guys on the ship talking about Ravos and put out some feelers to connections I have on Gaelea.” Pavan hesitated, pretending to be considering Dellatrix’s good faith. “Can I trust you, Dellatrix? We all have secrets, and I don’t want mine exposed.”

      Dellatrix smiled. “Mysterious.” She regarded Pavan for a moment, then offered her hand cocked at the angle that Tig had told him marked the pirate-promise shake. At least Tig taught him something useful. They curled fingers and rolled their hands around in the special handshake. She said, “OK, Pavan, I’ll keep your secrets—if you’ll keep mine. Nobody knows about tonight, ever. Right?”

      “Right. Except all the people here in the bar.”

      “I mean what we talk about here, in private,” she said earnestly, holding on to his hand. Her skin was soft, her grip firm and inviting.

      “All right. Deal.”

      She released his hand and leaned forward over the table. “Now, give. How did you learn this?”

      “I’m…connected. On Gaelea. To a high-level gangster. I have certain, erm, legal problems on Gaelea. I needed to disappear for a while, and the Ripper came along recruiting, and here I am, shanghaied to the Ravager. But I commed my connection and mentioned Ravos, and he told me the rumors about what was going on here. Even fronted me some funds to
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