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Chapter 1: A Bird on the Ledge
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Misha Kif edged forward a millimeter at a time, her back pressed so flat against the cold metal wall she could feel the decorative rivets as she slid over them. Like so many galleries across the Hundred Worlds this one was a maze of randomly angled passageways and slick surfaces – and just like all the others, it was peppered with temperature and motion sensors, meant to foil would-be thieves. Clearly the owners believed that only a lunatic would attempt to slip in after hours and make off with any of the treasures currently on display.

But Misha Kif wasn’t a lunatic. She was a professional.

The thermal regulators in her skinsuit absorbed and reflected the ambient temperature, shielding her from the temperature sensors. And the modified eyewire lenses she wore enhanced the minimal lighting provided by the display cases, allowing her to view her surroundings with complete clarity.

They also provided a steady stream of data scrolling along the periphery of her vision, tracking the edge of the area monitored by the motion sensors – a narrow strip along the angled walls, just barely wide enough for her to creep along. As long as she stayed close to the walls, she was invisible to the motion sensors.

Still, she moved slowly, cautiously, not wanting to risk detection, confident that her partner, Jerrold, would succeed in his efforts to disable the sensors and the autolocks on the display case. She would have less than a minute to grab the jewel-encrusted Rigan ceremonial mask and spirit it away before the sensors switched back on.

She tapped the comm unit in her ear twice, signaling to Jerrold that she was in position.

Jerrold responded with a double-ping, and Misha relaxed, rolling her shoulders and shaking out her arms, relieving them of the built-up tension.

A third ping sounded in her ear and she tensed. But instead of a warning signal, the next thing she heard was the too-cheerful voice of Nick, the partial instance of an AI that Misha had accidently brought onto Jerrold’s ship in a handheld device a few weeks before, and which had taken up residence in the Skimmer’s system.

“I could help, you know,” Nick said.

“This isn’t a good time, Nick,” Misha growled, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Jerrold’s skills are impressive,” Nick continued blithely, ignoring her. “But he is only human, after all. I could have quite easily shut off the system from here and saved you both a great deal of time and effort.”

“Like I need you chatting up another security system and leaving your digital footprints everywhere,” Misha said.

“I do not leave footprints,” Nick replied with a huff.

“You are a footprint,” Misha corrected. “And until we figure out how much of you is with us, how much of yourself you left behind when you decided to hitch a ride on the Skimmer, and what that all means to us, I’m not having you interface with other systems any more than necessary.”

A double-ping interrupted the conversation, signaling that Jerrold was ready. She triple-tapped her comm unit in reply, then crouched, ready to leap at Jerrold’s signal. “Now if you don’t mind, Nick, I have work to do.”

As the triple-ping sounded in her ear, Misha sprang from the wall. In the span of a single breath she crossed the space between her position and the center of the gallery where the sides of the large, multi-faceted crystal case holding the Rigan mask unfolded like the petals of a crystalline flower.

Coming to a stop precisely in front of the open display case, she allowed herself only the slightest gasp of amazement. The diffraction crystal had been designed to filter the gallery’s lighting to more closely mimic the harsher light on Riga and display the mask as it would be viewed on its homeworld, heightening the perceived depth and color of the gems. Even with the case open, the glittering gems and fine detail work were breathtaking.

But this was not the time to stand around gawking. Misha reached down and unsealed the flap on a narrow pocket that ran the length of her thigh.

“I actually contacted you to tell you that you have an incoming call,” Nick said.

“I’m working here,” Misha replied, pulling a long, slim cylinder from her pocket.

“I have observed that you are quite adept at performing other tasks while talking.”

“It will have to wait.”

“You have fifty-six point seven seconds until the security system reactivates.”

Misha ignored the AI, raising the cylinder above the open display case.

“Don’t you want to know who is calling?” Nick said, the tone of its voice bordering on petulant.

“Not really, no.” Misha pressed a button at one end of the cylinder. A cluster of thin, translucent filaments extended from the opposite end, moving slightly as though looking for something to grasp. Misha lowered the cylinder until the filaments completely surrounded the mask.

“It’s Lady Claudia Hamylton. She sounds distressed.”

Misha sighed, touching a second button on the cylinder. The filaments swirled, overlapped. She could not ignore Lady Hamylton’s call. “Tell her I will speak with her in three minutes.”

A third button, and the filaments bonded, cradling the mask in a protective cocoon half again the size of Misha’s head.

She lifted the bundle from the case, then deftly flipped the cylinder from vertical to horizontal, the last unattached filaments adhering to the opposite end of the cylinder, giving it the appearance of a small satchel. She set it on the floor, tagged it with a precious L’Engle dot, then turned away signaling to Jerrold that the parcel was ready for transport.

“You should return to the Skimmer as well,” Nick whispered in her ear. “The back-up power supply will re-enable the security system in forty-three seconds.”

“I can do a lot in forty-three seconds,” Misha said, turning away from the display case, and beginning to sprint down the length of the gallery. She double-tapped her comm unit. “Jerrold, pop the locks on the Sligatti Tear.”

“That wasn’t part of the plan,” Nick said.

Misha’s smile broadened as Jerrold’s triple-ping confirmed her request.

“It is now.”
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FROM HIS POST ON ONE of the narrow, decorative balconies clinging to the outer wall of the upper floors of the gallery, Jerrold McKell listened in amused silence as Misha bantered with the AI and adjusted her targets on the fly.

This was only his second actual job with Misha, and when he wasn’t scanning the surrounding area watching for any sign that their intrusion had been spotted, he watched her in one corner of his datapad’s display. She moved smoothly through the semi-darkness of the gallery, little more than a shadow in her light-absorbing skinsuit. Even the various heat, light, and spectrum enhancing filters on the optics he wore would have had difficulty picking her up, had he been there in the gallery with her.

Misha tagged the ancient Sligatti Tear and a Phorel tri-flute – why did she want that? – directly in their cases with barely a pause, before heading diagonally across the gallery toward the gleaming Benbrite crystal sculpture she’d barely glanced at during the previous day’s reconnaissance.

Jerrold was already popping the locks on the Benbrite’s case when her ping sounded in his ear.

“You’re a darling,” she murmured, her voice low and sexy.

“Lucky guess,” he replied. “You have a weakness for Benbrites.”

“Sweet of you to notice.”

Jerrold watched her work, precious seconds ticking by as she gently cocooned the carved crystal in another of the Ulibarri filament bundles. He wondered if she’d planned to take the crystal all along. She’d certainly come prepared, though hadn’t mentioned it to him.

They were both far too accustomed to working alone.

It occurred to him that Misha’s improvisational style was as different from his own methodical approach as he’d ever seen – and her ability to keep him guessing was one of the things he liked best about her, even though it also drove him just a little bit crazy at times. He grinned behind the mask covering the lower half of his face, tightening the fastener on his collar as a chill breeze found its way into an opening at the back of his neck.

“Twenty-three seconds,” said the AI.

Jerrold shifted his position on the ledge, wondering if Misha would try for a fifth prize in the remaining seconds, but knew better than to ask. Her usual response whenever he pressed her for details was some variation of “maybe,” and tonight would be no different. That flippant attitude wouldn’t have surprised him from someone who was only half the middle-thirties that Misha looked, someone new enough to the job that youthful arrogance hadn’t yet settled into professional calm.

But Misha wasn’t new to the job. Far from it.

Nor was she only in her mid-thirties, no matter how amazingly well she wore her years. At a little over two hundred years old, Misha Kif had been running heists, capers, and con-jobs across the Hundred Worlds since long before Jerrold – who was actually in his upper thirties – had been born. And he’d come to realize that her devil-may-care attitude wasn’t entirely genuine, but part of a carefully curated persona.

Because he knew who Misha really was – Brianna Rei, one of the now-outlawed, genetically modified Synths, with physical and mental capabilities he had yet to fully understand, and a bounty on her head worth more than he was likely to see in his lifetime. And she was with him, sharing his life, his work, his bed. Knowing that at any moment he could turn her in for the bounty. Trusting him not to.

That still rattled him sometimes.

With seventeen seconds remaining, a rush of feathers caught his attention. Jerrold looked up from the datapad, turning toward the sound just as a large bird with mottled gray and black plumage landed on the railing, tilting its head toward him.

Before it fully settled into place, Jerrold snatched it from its perch, snapping the bird’s neck and extinguishing the small blue light in the mechanoid’s eyes even as he scanned the sky beyond it, pushing his optical filters to the limit.

He didn’t like what he saw.

With a curse, he tossed the broken mechanoid from the balcony, then began tapping the datapad, activating the L’Engle field generator on the Skimmer and sending a prearranged sequence of pings to Misha.

It was time to go.

Now.
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MISHA HAD BARELY TAGGED the filament package holding the Benbrite with a L’Engle dot before the sculpture began to fold in on itself in a crystalline shimmer.

“Dammit,” she hissed, jerking her hand back and freezing in a semi-crouch.

Around her, her eyewire lens recorded similar shimmers throughout the room, where the other treasures she’d tagged were also being transported away.

In the same heartbeat, a series of pings sounded in her ear – the ancient pattern of dots and dashes one she and Jerrold had agreed to use in case of an emergency.

She rose, turning slowly, scanning.

The display cases were closing, locking, just as they had planned. Once Misha left the gallery, there would be no trace of her having been there – other than the missing items, of course – and nothing to indicate how they had been taken.

“Can I be of assistance?” Nick asked.

“I don’t see how,” Misha growled as she reached for her wrist unit. Thumb hovering over the L’Engle field controller button, she hesitated, her gaze flicking briefly over one last display case.

She’d wanted to grab the Linari Goblet on her way out, but it would just have to wait. Lovely as the carved silver goblet was, and as intriguing as its rumored history a favorite vessel for delivering a poisoner’s death to various members of the Linari royal family might be, it wasn’t high enough on her priority list to risk being caught for.

Even though she only needed just a few more seconds...

But Jerrold wasn’t given to overreaction. Misha didn’t know what had alerted him, but it didn’t matter. The job was done.

With a sigh, Misha tapped the button.

The darkness folded around her, the hard lines and angles of the gallery walls flattening into a bizarre, two-dimensional plane before vanishing altogether. She was aware, in a disconnected, clinical sort of way, that it was actually her physical body that was being compressed into a packet of molecules as the L’Engle field closed the distance between where she stood and the transport pad on the Skimmer. She thought, as she often did during transport, that she should probably be unnerved by the process.

Then the sensation passed, everything unfolded, and she was falling off the transport pad and into a disturbingly tilted Skimmer.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2: A Call for Help
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Jerrold tumbled off the transport pad, barely catching himself before he landed on Misha.

“What happened here?” he asked, regaining his balance. Bracing himself against the edge of the curved wall surrounding the transport pad he drew the laser pistol from its sheath on his hip while he scanned up and down the length of the Skimmer’s passageway.

Misha was just pulling herself to her feet, the large, blue Sligatti Tear and Phorel tri-flute in her hands. The filament bundles cushioning the Rigan mask and Benbrite crystal lay up against the wall opposite the pad and slightly forward, but appeared undamaged.

Misha tilted her head. “Nick,” she said, stretching out the word so it sounded like “Ni-ick,” her tone much like one a parent might use with a misbehaving child.

“I don’t have hands,” the AI said. Instead of its usually jaunty energy, its voice sounded unusually small and even slightly apologetic in the close confines of the Skimmer. “I was trying to help.”

“Explain,” Jerrold said, lowering – but not sheathing – the laser. With his free hand, he released the catch on his optics and pulled them off his face.

“I knew the two of you would be coming in very quickly,” the AI said. “I was trying to move the... artifacts... from the transport pad—”

“He tipped the Skimmer,” Misha said, placing the Sligatti Tear in a cushioned cubby and reaching for a cloth in which to wrap the tri-flute –none of whose three mouthpieces appeared to have been damaged. “He just didn’t bother to straighten it back out.”

“I did!” the AI declared emphatically.

Jerrold had to admit, the ship no longer listed to one side – no doubt the AI had been gradually correcting the tilt while they’d been speaking. Of course, he wasn’t sure how he felt about it having taken the initiative in the first place.

“You know I don’t like you messing with the Skimmer,” he began.

“But—” the AI began.

“And just dumping everything off the pad might have damaged something,” Jerrold continued.

“But—” the AI repeated.

“Later,” Misha said, cutting them both off. She put the wrapped tri-flute in the cubby next to the Tear and closed the panel. “Right now we should be focusing on getting out of here.”

“Yes,” Jerrold said, grateful for the change of subject. He couldn’t put his finger on the exact reason, but dealing with the AI almost always left him irritable. He moved past Misha, pulling the datapad from his pocket and dropping it into the scrubber to wipe its memory, regretting – not for the first time – that Misha hadn’t similarly wiped the handheld the AI had used to gain access to the Skimmer’s systems.

In only a few strides, he made his way forward and dropped into the pilot’s chair, Misha settling into the co-pilot’s seat as he began manipulating the ship’s controls.

They worked in relative silence for a few minutes, moving the ship out of planetary orbit and setting a course along one of the Seanna system’s more heavily-trafficked shipping lanes, where they would be just one ship among many traveling between the inner planets and their populated moons.

“So what happened?” Misha asked after they’d finally switched on the autopilot and were cruising along at a nice, sedate pace. “Why did you send the alert?”

“There was a bird,” Jerrold answered, his attention still on the readouts. The autopilot and proximity sensors were great, but this was a busy sector, and he preferred to be prepared should some hotshot decide to dart across the lanes. Even as maneuverable as the Skimmer was, altering trajectory to avoid a collision didn’t happen instantly.

“A bird?” Misha said, using a flat tone of voice he’d come to recognize as meaning “I’m-sure-there’s-more-to-it-than-that.” He glanced over, but she wasn’t looking at him, her gaze fixed a little too deliberately on the forward viewscreen. He was pretty sure she was trying to keep from laughing at him.

He couldn’t blame her. Saying he’d been scared off a job by a bird did sound a little pathetic. “Mechanoid,” he said with a shrug.

“Ah.” She nodded and turned toward him.

“I broke it,” he said. “Most mechanoids of that size have limited scanning capability, and there wasn’t anything on the datapad that anyone could trace back to us, so it didn’t worry me too much. But there were three more birds heading toward me. It didn’t seem like a good idea to stick around to see if they were real or more mechanoids.”

Misha nodded. “I wonder who was watching.”

“Isn’t that always the question?”
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MISHA ALMOST JUMPED in her seat when Nick’s voice whispered in her ear. “Excuse me, Misha? Lady Hamylton is still on the line. I told her you would be with her in three minutes, as you requested, but she has now been waiting for twelve minutes and forty-eight seconds.”

Misha rolled her eyes at the false servility in Nick’s tone. The AI was trying to charm her!

“Thank you, Nick,” she said aloud, pointing to the comm unit in her ear when Jerrold looked over at her, frowning. “Please put Lady Hamylton through.”

A glittering holo of a woman flickered into shape on the circular display pad on the console in front of them. Misha and Jerrold exchanged a glance, and then Jerrold stood, closed the hatchway door between the forward cabin and the rest of the ship, then leaned against it.

Misha stifled a smile and turned back to the solidifying holo. While she understood the impulse to keep the rest of the ship from view, the woman whose doll-sized image now looked at them from the console was the matriarch of a multi-generational family of art thieves. She knew they had a Skimmer and was likely aware of the basic ship design. She was also adept at reading people and wouldn’t be fooled by Jerrold’s air of casual relaxation.

“Lady Claudia,” she said, smiling at the holo when it finished forming. “I am sorry to have kept you waiting.”

“No trouble at all, my dear.” The older woman’s voice was strong and clear; her manner refined, but with a hint of amusement. “Your AI kept me quite entertained while I waited. Jerrold, you are looking well – the shorter haircut becomes you. I take it you are fully recovered?”

Jerrold came forward away from the door, returning to his seat. “Yes,” he said, his tone polite, neutral. He briefly passed his hand over his chest, above the scar marking the spot where the laser had punctured his lung, passing perilously close to his heart. “Thank you for asking.”

He didn’t elaborate, for which Misha was grateful. It had been barely three months since the night Eldon Neu, a Synth posing as Lady Claudia’s grandson, had shot Jerrold. Thinking he’d killed Jerrold, Misha had killed Eldon in return, only later discovering that Jerrold still lived. While she would always remember the events of that night in perfect detail – the panicked transport out of Lady Hamylton’s manor house on Cer Toran, the long minutes before they reached a medical facility – Jerrold’s memories of the incident were murky.

Misha wished hers could be. Some things were better forgotten.

Before the silence that had fallen over the cabin had a chance to get awkward, Misha smiled at Lady Claudia. “Surely this isn’t just a social call. What can we do for you?”

“I wish it were,” Lady Claudia said, her expression growing somber. “The information you gave me, from Jeremy... Eldon... it is so strange to call him that...” She waved away the mention of her false grandson. “The information... We have found William. For the first time in over a decade, I was able to contact my son directly.”

“That’s wonderful...,” Misha began, but something in Lady Claudia’s expression stopped her. “What’s wrong?”

Lady Claudia had begun to pace back and forth, the holo imager following her as she moved, creating the impression of her small holo figure walking in place on the console. After a moment, she crossed the room and sat, and the image adjusted to display her sitting behind a large, mahogany desk, toying with a data cube.

“I received a message from William a few hours ago – this morning, my time,” she said. “I’ve listened to it more than a dozen times... I could probably recite it to you verbatim at this point, but I’d rather play it for you.”

Misha nodded, hoping her concern did not show. She did not know Lady Claudia that well, but there was a tone of near-desperation in her tone that felt extremely out of character.

“Go ahead,” Jerrold said.

Lady Claudia dropped the cube into a small round reader on her desk and tapped
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