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1
ASTEROID ENCOUNTER

Tycho Hashoone went over the checklist in his head one more time before he stepped back from the cannon in the bow of the Shadow Comet.

Projectile loaded into drum. Charge set. Projectile transferred to loading cradle. Cradle status green. Barrel clear. Barrel status green.

“Good to go, Mr. Grigsby,” Tycho said.

The Comet’s hulking warrant officer nodded, his white dreadlocks bobbing. He looked over at Huff Hashoone, who stood watching them in the gunnery bay. Grigsby raised an eyebrow, and Tycho’s grandfather grinned—or at least, a smile split the half of his face that was still flesh and blood. The right half of his head was gleaming chrome, his artificial eye a brilliant spark of white light.

“Ready to fire then, Master Tycho?” Grigsby asked. The tattoos on his powerful arms illuminated in response to some internal timer, sending green, orange, and blue fire snaking across his dark-brown skin.

Tycho looked back at the cannon. The firing console was silent, waiting for the command that would send a shell hurtling across space. He started to go through the checklist again, then shook his head. Huff and Grigsby were just testing him, trying to throw off his confidence.

“Ready,” Tycho said. “Fire at will, Mr. Grigsby.”

“Pow,” said Grigsby as he pantomimed tapping the gun’s firing console with his fingertips.

“Yeh only forgot one thing, lad,” Huff said. “Too bad it was important.”

“What?” Tycho asked. “What did I—”

He stopped and went through the checklist again. Cradle status green, barrel status green, and ...

Oh.

“I fired the gun with the projectile locked in the cradle instead of chambered in the barrel, didn’t I?” he asked in a small voice. “You have to release the cradle and then fire. Glad I don’t have to explain that one to Mom.”

“Wouldn’t have been no explainin’,” Huff said. “At that power level, the plasma arc would’ve melted the cradle, the cannon, and a few meters of the hull. Yeh been growin’, lad, so you’d be at least a couple of handfuls of ash.”

Tycho paled. Grigsby grinned, then tapped the console, cycling back through the firing menus.

“Rest easy, Master Tycho—cannon won’t fire with the cradle locked,” Grigsby said. “But it would dump the charge, and you’d have to recharge instead of firing. Not a great strategy with enemies about.”

Tycho nodded, angry with himself.

“Let’s take it from the top then, Master Tycho,” Grigsby said. “Starting with the Comet’s weapons complement.”

Tycho hesitated, knowing he could refuse. Though only fourteen years old, he was a midshipman who served on the Comet’s quarterdeck—and he was a Hashoone. That meant he outranked Grigsby and anyone else from the lower decks.

Yes, he’d made a dumb mistake. But did he really need to recite weapons specifications like some eight-year-old who’d just been sent down the ladder to learn the spacer’s trade?

Then he noticed his grandfather staring at him, the warning plain on his ruined face. When Tycho was born, Grigsby had already spent decades serving aboard the Comet. He knew the privateer’s systems better than anyone aboard—maybe even Huff. And Grigsby’s father had been a Hashoone retainer before him, as had his grandfather, and so on back for centuries.

“My apologies, Mr. Grigsby,” Tycho said. “I was still mad about that blasted cradle release. This gun is called the bow chaser, because—”

Alarms began to blare.

“Bridge crew to quarterdeck, all hands to stations,” said the clipped, calm voice of Vesuvia, the artificial intelligence program that the Comet’s computer used to communicate with her crew.

The order left no time for polite conversation. Grigsby was already hurrying out of the gunnery bay, gold coins jangling below his holsters. Tycho ducked around his grandfather and ran after him.

The alert had come during one shift’s midday meal, and crewers were still wiping their mouths on their sleeves as they rushed out of the wardroom. Scarred, hard-eyed men and women mumbled greetings as Tycho ran down the forward companionway and emerged into the lower deck, dimly lit and thick with smoke. Tycho dodged retainers as they strapped on pistols and swords, spun to avoid gun crews as they wheeled projectile cannons across the deck, and picked up a foot as the ship’s cat shot by, seeking shelter.

The bosun whistled out orders on his pipes as Tycho reached the forward ladderwell and scrambled up the rungs. Four meters above, he emerged in a different world—the well-lit quarterdeck, whose broad viewports overlooked the emptiness of space. This was the exclusive province of the bridge crew, all of whom were his family.

His mother, Diocletia, was buckling herself into the captain’s chair, closest to the bow. To her left and slightly behind her sat Tycho’s eighteen-year-old brother, Carlo, the Comet’s pilot, his handsome face creased by a pale scar across his right cheek that he’d received battling pirates two years before. The seat to Diocletia’s right was still vacant—it belonged to Tycho’s father, Mavry Malone, the ship’s first mate.

On the main screen overhead, a cross marked the Comet’s position deep in the asteroid cluster known as the Hildas. A flashing triangle indicated an unknown object, with a dotted line mapping out its current course. Tycho studied the rows of numbers on the screen. The object was moving too quickly to be an asteroid, but very slowly for a starship.

“Look out below, Tyke!” someone yelled. He took a quick step forward as his twin sister, Yana, hurtled down the ladderwell with only her hands on the outsides of the ladder, kicking her feet nimbly to land with a thud on the quarterdeck.

“Don’t call me Tyke,” Tycho protested.

Diocletia gathered her black hair into a loose ponytail and looked over her shoulder with a scowl.

“Yana, must you arrive on my quarterdeck like a supertanker missing its dock?” she asked.

Yana ignored the criticism, peering at the main screen. “Is that a ship?”

“Sensors are your job—strap in and take a look for yourself,” Carlo said. “But so far there are no ion emissions or responses to our hails.”

The Hashoones were privateers who made their living by seizing cargoes carried by freighters and other civilian craft. Any ship that came their way was a potential prize to be captured—and a payday for the Comet’s crew.

But they had to be careful. As privateers the family had to obey the laws of space. They held a letter of marque authorizing them to attack enemy ships on behalf of the Jovian Union, which governed the nearly two dozen inhabited moons of Jupiter, Saturn, and Uranus. Only Earth’s ships could be considered enemies; those crewed by neutrals or their fellow Jovians had to be allowed safe passage.

Tycho jumped as someone else crashed to the deck behind him. His father had descended in the same reckless manner as Yana. Tycho turned back, heart still thudding, to find his mother’s mouth set in a thin line.

“What?” Mavry asked with a grin. Diocletia just shook her head and sighed. Giggles leaked out from the hand Yana had clamped over her mouth. Tycho felt laughter threatening to rise up in his own throat and hastily looked away.

“Whose starship?” he asked. He wasn’t talking about the unknown object out there among the tumbling rocks of the Hildas, either; he was asking who was in charge of the Comet.

“Mine,” Carlo said. “If you’re done gawking like a tourist, why don’t you sit down and run communications?”

Tycho bit back an angry reply—he was indeed still standing beside his station while the rest of his family finished strapping in. He sank into his chair and brought his console to life with practiced keystrokes. He settled his headset over his dark-brown hair and shrugged into the harnesses, buckling them across his chest.

“My boards are green, Vesuvia,” Tycho said. “Taking over communications and navigation.”

“And I’m up on sensors,” Yana said, all business now. “Bogey’s eighteen thousand klicks out. Let’s try a full-spectrum scan.”

“I’ll keep navigation, Tyke,” Carlo said. “I’ve already got an intercept course keyed in if we need it.”

“Understood,” Tycho said. “Vesuvia, open all audio channels. Black transponders.”

“Acknowledged,” Vesuvia said coolly. “Transmitting no recognition code.”

Under normal operations, every starship transmitted a signal indicating its name and allegiance. But in deep space, few freighters or civilian craft broadcast such information unless interrogated by another ship—at which point they could hide behind a false identity in an attempt to avoid trouble. Privateers did the same thing, but for the opposite reason, hoping to draw close to unwary vessels before revealing their true allegiances and intentions.

“Unknown ship, we have you on our scopes,” Tycho said, trying to make his voice sound deep and confident. “Identify yourself.”

There was no response. Tycho raised the volume as far as it would go but heard nothing beyond a hiss of static.

“Unknown ship, I repeat, identify yourself,” he said. “We have you on our scopes and are preparing to intercept you.”

“Scans show no emissions whatever,” Yana said. “And no temperature signature. If that’s a ship, she’s as cold as space.”

“Vesuvia, scan visual channels,” Tycho said. “Maybe her audio transmitters are down.”

“No transmissions detected,” Vesuvia said.

Tycho studied his control board, determined not to miss anything. He and his siblings cooperated as a crew, but they were also competing to succeed their mother as captain of the Comet, and she noted every decision they made—good and bad—in the electronic record known as the Log.

Carlo drummed his fingers on his console.

“Vesuvia, lock in that intercept course,” he said. “Let’s take a closer look, shall we?”

“And hope this time we make some money,” Yana said with a sigh.

“Belay that,” barked Diocletia without turning around, her shoulders rigid.

Yana looked at Tycho and shrugged—she hadn’t said anything they hadn’t all been thinking. Two years before, the Hashoones had captured Thoadbone Mox’s pirate ship, the Hydra, and been paid handsomely for rescuing Jovian citizens from one of Earth’s corporate factories. The windfall had been enough for the Comet’s crewers to indulge in an epic shindy of a shore leave that had ended with six in the infirmary and three more in jail, to the lasting pride of all involved.

But since then, little had gone right. The Jovian Union had claimed the Hydra for its own, leading to a bitter battle in the courts that still hadn’t been resolved. And for much of the last year, the Hashoones’ luck had been stubbornly bad: most of the vessels that strayed into the Comet’s path turned out to be Jovian. Those that did fly the flag of Earth were escorted by warships, or they carried cargos that weren’t worth the time and effort to seize.

Maybe the ship out there would change their luck.

If it was a ship.

“Detach tanks,” Carlo said.

“Acknowledged,” Vesuvia said. Above their heads, they heard a metallic clank as the Comet shook slightly and separated from the cluster of spherical fuel tanks she used for long voyages.

“Tanks detached,” Vesuvia said.

“Beginning intercept,” Carlo said. “Tyke, Yana, eyes and ears open. Tell me anything I need to know.”

Sudden acceleration pushed the Hashoones back into their seats.

“Mind the fuel economy, son,” Mavry said mildly. “That stuff you’re burning isn’t cheap.”

Carlo apologized, but he was smiling—and Tycho found himself smiling too. His brother was a naturally gifted pilot, and it had been too long since he’d had a chance to demonstrate his talents.

The Comet descended in a smooth arc, her tanks shrinking behind her until they were just another point of light among the stars. Freed of her long-range tanks, the Comet was an elongated triangle about sixty meters long, with a trio of maneuvering engines protruding from her stern.

Carlo wiggled his fingers on the yoke and rolled slightly to port to avoid a drift of loose rock and ice, leaving just a few pebbles to rattle against the forward viewports.

“Display colors,” Carlo said.

“Displaying,” Vesuvia said, switching on the Comet’s transponders so they broadcast her true Jovian allegiance.

The Comet’s bells clang-clanged four times—it was 1400 hours, the midpoint of the afternoon watch.

“Unknown ship, this is the Shadow Comet, operating under letter of marque of the Jovian Union,” Tycho said. “Heave to and prepare for boarding.”

“Building a sensor profile,” Yana said. “Mass and configuration match commercial fuel tanks. Analyzing what’s attached to them. Still no detectable levels of emissions.”

“Well, at least she’s a ship,” Carlo said, then activated his own microphone. “Mr. Grigsby, this is the helm.”

“Aye, Master Carlo,” Grigsby said from his station in the wardroom.

“We are inbound on a bogey—eight thousand klicks to intercept,” Carlo said. “We read no ion emissions or transmissions. Tell the gunnery crews to be gentle with the triggers. Right now we’re just taking a look.”

“Light fingers it is, Master Carlo,” Grigsby rumbled.

“Seven thousand klicks,” Yana said. “She’s about forty meters long. Mass profile is consistent with tanks being half full.”

“She’s not trying to evade, and she knows we’re out here. So why the silence?” Carlo asked.

“Maybe she can’t respond,” Tycho said.

“The solar system is full of mysteries,” Mavry said. “Let’s get some facts.”

“The solar system is also full of dangers,” Diocletia said. “Yana, keep scanning the area. Remember all the pirate attacks we’ve heard about in recent months. I don’t want any surprises.”

“Aye-aye,” Yana said. Unlike privateers, pirates obeyed no law, preying on any ship they thought they could capture. Sometimes they held crews for ransom. Other times they sold them into slavery—or killed them.

Impacts like hammerblows emerged from the ladderwell, followed by grunts and a series of inventively awful oaths. The Hashoones didn’t even turn—they were familiar with the sounds of Huff Hashoone ascending from belowdecks.

“Initial scanner profile complete,” Yana said. “She’s a Jennet-class transport. Profile match eighty-five percent. Probably an ore boat.”

Huff, still grumbling, stepped onto the quarterdeck with a clank of metal feet, clamping one hand onto a rung and standing behind Tycho and Yana.

“Arrr, a Jennet,” Huff rumbled. “Is she full?”

“She’s too small to get a good estimate, Grandpa,” Yana said. “I’d just be guessing.”

“Piratin’ is half guessin’, missy,” Huff said. “Whose flag she flyin’?”

“No transmissions,” Tycho said. “Best as we can tell, she’s dead in space.”

“I’m going to circle,” Carlo said.

As they approached, the unknown ship grew from a bright dot into a tiny cluster of bulbous tanks. Carlo swung the Comet wide of the transport, which was a boxy, unlovely craft. Then Carlo wheeled the ship around to approach from above and behind, careful to keep the Jennet’s fuel tanks between the Comet and any guns that might be pointed at her.

“Any ideas?” Carlo asked.

“Either there’s nobody at the helm or controls are unresponsive,” Diocletia said. “Otherwise they’d blink the running lights, or roll the craft, or something.”

“So we can salvage her then?” Yana asked.

“Depends how long she’s been out here,” Mavry said. “And if anyone’s looking for her. And how much money we’re willing to spend in court.”

“And if anybody on board is alive,” Tycho said.

“Arrr, that one’s easily solved,” Huff said. “Put a ventilation hole in ’er, wait a few bells, an’ then finders keepers.”

“That’s piracy, Grandfather,” Carlo said. “It would mean the hangman.”

“Ain’t never been afraid of the noose.” Huff snorted.

Diocletia turned to regard her father, one eyebrow cocked.

“And if it turns out she’s Jovian, Dad?” she asked. “Or registered on Mars or Ceres and overdue in port? If I ever forfeit our letter of marque, it won’t be for a rusty ore boat adrift in the Hildas.”

Huff subsided into muttering.

“But Mom, what if that rusty ore boat’s full of platinum from the New Potosi asteroid?” Carlo asked with a grin.

“Like that would happen,” Tycho said. “What if it’s full of flesh-eating viruses?”

The Hashoones considered those possibilities in silence as Carlo came around for another pass, easing off on the throttle and matching the slow drift of the crippled ship. Vesuvia activated the Comet’s portside cameras, which revealed nothing to indicate how long the ship had been out here. It could have been a day, a decade, or a century.

“Begin docking procedure,” Diocletia decided. “And prepare a boarding party. Follow biohazard procedures—wear full spacesuits and take environmental samples before you go aboard. Carlo, it’s your starship, so you’ll take lead. Tycho, go with your brother. Platinum or viruses—let’s see who was closer.”
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2
DEATH SHIP

Tycho hated spacesuits. It was hard to see out of them, and no matter how often you cleaned them they still smelled like feet. He asked Yana to check his suit seals, ignoring her complaints about being left behind, then clambered down the ladderwell, his breath loud in the enclosed bowl of his helmet.

Carlo was waiting at the portside airlock with a trio of Comet crewers—Grigsby, Richards, and Porco. All were veterans, their spacesuits adorned with swirls of glowing paint, stickers, and scrawled prayers for safety in the void. Carlo had two chrome musketoons—the weapons traditionally wielded by a starship’s ranking officer during a boarding action—tucked into his belt.

Carlo nodded at Tycho, then peered through the narrow viewport in the inner airlock door. Joining him, Tycho glimpsed an environmental sampler balanced on a trio of legs, a fan of sensors protruding from its top. Beyond the sampler, a pitch-black corridor led into the derelict ship.

“We wired up the transport’s airlock and opened it remotely,” Carlo told his brother over his suit radio. “No reaction when we did that.”

A beep sounded in their ears. Carlo peered at a small monitor strapped to his wrist.

“Environmental sampling complete,” he said. “Temperature a few ticks above absolute zero; carbon dioxide’s off the charts. Artificial gravity’s out, of course. But there’s no sign of Tycho’s flesh-eating viruses, or any other abnormal readings at all.”

“Did you say flesh-eatin’, Master Carlo?” asked a wide-eyed Richards.

“Go ahead and open her up,” Diocletia’s voice said in their ears. “But I want our airlock sealed while you’re aboard.”

“Aye-aye,” Carlo said. “Mr. Grigsby?”

Grigsby stepped forward and thumbed the airlock controls, closing the Comet’s outer airlock and letting the air inside the enclosed lock bleed out into space—along with any dangerous contaminants. He then resealed the lock and opened the inner door. Wind rippled loose stickers on the crewers’ suits as air from the Comet rushed in to fill the vacuum.

Six bells rang out aboard the Comet. Carlo stepped forward, with Grigsby right behind him. Richards and Porco hesitated, turning uneasily toward each other. Grigsby gave them a steely look, and they tramped reluctantly into the lock, with Tycho having to squeeze in behind them so Carlo could close the inner door.

“Quarterdeck, we’re opening the outer lock.”

Grigsby moved the sampler aside, thumbed the hatch controls, then drew his carbine and clicked the safety off. Tycho did the same. The weight of the blaster felt reassuring in his hands. The Comet’s thick outer airlock door retracted into her hull.

“Let’s go then,” Carlo said, activating the lamp on his helmet but leaving the pistols in his belt. He took a step forward into the derelict, with Grigsby by his side. Their feet gently lifted from the deck, leaving the two men floating. Once again Richards and Porco hesitated, peering into the darkness with their carbines raised.

“Honestly, you two,” Carlo said. “We’re the most dangerous things within a million kilometers. Now come on.”

The five moved ahead in a line, using the magnets in their gloves to pull themselves along the corridor. Their lamps revealed no movement, while their earpieces recorded no sounds except the huff of their breath and the dull thunk of magnets on metal.

“Standard layout for a Jennet,” Carlo said from his place at the front of the line. “Bridge should be right ahead, and ...”

He was silent for a moment, then spoke again, in a quiet voice. “I found the crew.”

Tycho followed Richards and Porco onto the dark bridge, locating Carlo and Grigsby by their helmet lamps. He turned his head left and right, his lamp sweeping across the bridge.

The members of the bridge crew were still strapped into their chairs, but their faces had collapsed into leathery ruins. The skin was paper-thin across the skulls, the mouths agape and empty, the eye sockets hollowed pits. Tycho let his lamp play over the navigator’s station. It was like looking at his own console back on the Comet, only transformed by horror.

“What happened to them?” Tycho asked.

“No idea,” Carlo said as he drifted by the captain’s chair. “We’ll need a generator to get the computer up and running. Mr. Grigsby, take a look aft—maybe we’ll find our answer in the hold. And check the crew cabins.”

“Will do, Master Carlo,” Grigsby said, turning to find Richards and Porco flattened against the back wall of the bridge, as far from the bodies as possible.

“What a sorry pair,” the warrant officer growled. “Quit hangin’ a leg and get to it. Dead men don’t bite, but I sure as thunder do.”

The hold contained neither platinum nor viruses—it was empty. The ore boat’s cabins, unfortunately, were not. Richards and Porco found the other six members of the crew in their bunks, mummified by time and cold.

With the initial survey of the ore boat complete, Mavry crossed over and joined them with a portable generator. Tycho sighed with relief as the emergency lighting flickered on and the artificial gravity returned, though his suit sensors warned that the air remained unbreathable and perilously cold. He still felt like he was intruding in a tomb, but at least now the bodies were out of sight, covered with tarps in the empty hold.

As the bridge consoles flickered to life, Carlo settled into the captain’s chair, with Mavry looking over his shoulder. Tycho admired his brother’s easy confidence but found he couldn’t bring himself to sit in the navigator’s seat. Instead, he chose to lean over the dead man’s console and peer at the screen.

“Want me to pull up her logs?” Carlo asked their father, fingers already hovering over the keyboard.

“Not yet,” Mavry said. “Prospectors are paranoid—you could trigger a software trap and erase everything. Plus we’ll only get a few hours out of our generator. First thing is to see if we can figure out what malfunctioned and fix it.”

Carlo pulled up the main diagnostics screen, and Mavry let out a low whistle.

“Look at that—the air scrubbers are off,” he said. “Carlo, see if you can reset them. It’d be nice to able to breathe.”

Carlo typed a command, tried again, then shook his head.

“Let’s take a peek in the engine room,” Mavry said.

Mavry was already on his way aft. Carlo and Tycho hurried down the dim, silent corridors after their father.

“What happened to the others?” Tycho asked.

“I sent them back to the Comet,” Mavry said, then smiled. “Richards and Porco made the crossing in record time.”

Carlo scoffed, the noise a little burst of static in their ears. “I don’t understand. They’re from belowdecks—it’s not like they’ve never seen dead men before.”

“Take it easy on them, Carlo,” Mavry said after a moment. “Dying in a fight doesn’t scare them—it’s the life they chose, just like their parents and grandparents did. But a slow death in deep space, with no one back home ever knowing what became of you? That frightens them, and there’s no shame in it. It frightens me too.”

“Is that what you think happened, Dad?” Tycho asked as they entered the engine room, now once again vibrating faintly with the thrum of a living ship. “You think they died slowly?”

Mavry’s eyes traced the conduits where they ran along the ceiling.

“Slowly at first, then all at once,” he said.

“What does that mean?” Carlo asked.

“I’ll show you. Power up the engineer’s console and get me an atmosphere reading.”

Tycho tapped out the commands, and Mavry shoved a red valve hard to the right, grunting with the effort.

“Dad, the air scrubbers—” Tycho began.

“Are back on,” Mavry said. “I know.”

“They were working?” Carlo asked. “Then why turn them off? That’s suicide!”

“Yes, that’s exactly what it was,” Mavry said. He crept along on his knees, hands tracing a conduit’s route from the main reactor behind them to a boxlike vault about a meter high. He popped open the vault’s doors and sat back on his haunches as much as his bulky spacesuit allowed.

“The energy feeds run from the main reactor to the power converters,” Mavry said. “Notice anything?”

Tycho and Carlo peered over his shoulders, accidentally bumped their helmets together, and glared at each other. The converters inside the vault should have been gleaming metal but were a dull black instead.

“They’re cooked,” Tycho said.

“And upside down,” Carlo said. “Which is why they’re cooked.”

“So why didn’t they install backups?” Tycho asked.

“Good question,” Mavry said. “Let’s see if we can figure out the answer.”

Carlo saw the converters first, lying on the deck beneath the engineer’s station. He returned to find Mavry had dug out the scorched ones and used his utility knife to scrape the contacts clean.

“Put them in, Carlo,” Mavry said. “Preferably not backwards. Tycho, check the monitor.”

Carlo fitted the converters into their sockets.

“Monitor shows no charge,” Tycho said.

“That’s what I thought,” Mavry said. “Their primary converters overloaded, which happens—every reactor suffers from the occasional flux or surge. They had backup converters, like any sane spacer would, but they installed them wrong and cooked them. And then they had nothing.”

“But it’s crazy to only have one backup set of converters,” Tycho said. “We probably have a dozen on the Comet.”

“Prospectors do things differently,” Mavry said. “Their crews are smaller, and they spend their money on chemical sniffers and buying old ship logs instead of on maintenance.”

“And they install power converters upside down,” Carlo said with a snort.

“It was dark and they were scared,” Mavry said quietly.

“But they must have called for help,” Tycho said, imagining the engine room filling with smoke, then the ship left in silent darkness, with the chill of space beginning to creep into the deck.

“Probably not at first,” Mavry said, digging the dead converters out of the vault and getting to his feet. “A distress call might have tipped off other prospectors to their position. They probably thought they had another set of converters somewhere, or that they could fix the main pair. And by the time they realized they were wrong, there was too little power left to send a distress call far enough.”

“And then they were dead in space,” Carlo said. “It was freeze to death or starve.”

“Or shut off the air scrubbers and let the carbon dioxide levels rise,” Mavry said. “If they were lucky, it was like falling asleep.”

“Do you think they were lucky, Dad?” Tycho asked.

Mavry looked down at the dead converters.

“No,” he said. “I don’t think they were.”

“She’s called the Lucia,” Mavry said. “Registered to a Captain Lumbaba, out of Titan, and last seen twenty-four years ago.”

He took a sip of coffee and looked around at the other Hashoones where they sat in the cuddy aboard the Comet, warming their hands with their own drinks.

“So the next step is to find out if anyone has an insurance claim on her,” Diocletia said.

Yana looked up from her mediapad with a smile.

“I checked—she’s clean. Insurance money was paid out ten years after she disappeared, to Eurydice Lumbaba and her son, Japhet. They live on Titan, at Kraken Station—that’s a refinery run by the Huygens-Cassini Corporation. The ship’s up for grabs as salvage.”

“An’ what a prize she is,” muttered Huff, standing in the doorway. “One rusty ore boat, tanks half empty, hold clean as a new middie’s mind. Arrr, truly these be the glory days of piratin’.”

“Privateering,” Diocletia corrected him. “It may not be much, but it’s more than we’ve run across in months. Nice work, Yana. Mavry, what have you found in the logs?”

“Multiple entries are protected, as you’d expect with prospectors,” Mavry said. “But mostly they did runs in and out of the Themistians and the Cybeles. Captain Lumbaba was a platinum hunter—all the Lucia’s gear is calibrated for that chemical signature.”

“Platinum hunter?” Huff rumbled in surprise. “Then what was he doin’ out here?”

“Looking for Carlo’s lost New Potosi hoard, obviously,” Yana said with a grin.

Eight bells clang-clanged the time—it was 2000 hours, the end of the second dog watch.

“Ain’t no platinum left in the Hildas worth huntin’,” Huff said. “After the New Potosi claim, every rock hound in the solar system scoured these asteroids for a generation. They were played out during my grandfather’s time.”

“Maybe Captain Lumbaba heard differently,” Tycho said. “Or maybe he had a tip that there was something else out here worth finding—something interesting enough to make a platinum hunter try a new region of space.”

“Or maybe he was as crazy as an outhouse rat, like most prospectors,” Huff said. “Half of ’em are geology professors what can’t fly a ship, an’ half would rather talk to rocks than people, an’ half of ’em will fly to the Oort cloud chasin’ a rumor.”

“That’s three halves,” Carlo pointed out.

“Don’t get mathematical with me, boy,” Huff growled.

Diocletia rolled her empty coffee cup back and forth in her hands, brows knit. Tycho found himself listening to the hum of the Comet’s air scrubbers. He’d barely noticed the sound before today; now he swore he’d cherish it forever.

“Carlo, transmit a salvage claim on the Lucia,” Diocletia said. “She ought to fetch enough at auction to pay for this cruise, at least. Tycho, set course for Saturn—we’ll sell her at Enceladus.”

“Enceladus?” Carlo asked. “That’s a lot farther than Jupiter. The fuel costs—”

“I’m familiar with the geography of the solar system, Carlo,” Diocletia said. “Enceladus is the best secondhand ship market in the Jovian Union, and it’s a jumping-off point for prospectors heading for Uranus and beyond. Plus we should visit Titan and tell Captain Lumbaba’s family what happened to him.”

“Now don’t go developin’ a conscience, Dio—it’s unbecoming in a pirate,” Huff said.

“We’d want the same done for us,” Diocletia said. Then the corners of her mouth twitched. “Besides, while one of you is consoling the widow Lumbaba, conversation might be made. Topics might be discussed.”

Mavry grinned. “Such as lesser-known points of interest for platinum hunters in the Hildas?”

“It could come up,” Diocletia said innocently. Then her smile faded, and she was all business again. “All right then. Tomorrow morning we’ll do a final checkout of the Lucia. I’ll figure out the prize crew later, but assuming she’s green to fly, I want engines lit by 1030. Anything else?”

“There is something, actually,” Mavry said. “It’s the crewers. They’re scared of the ship—think finding her was a bad omen and opening her up was worse. They say we’ve invited ghosts aboard the Comet.”

“They’d never put up with this in the Defense Force,” Carlo said. “Orders are orders. If they don’t like it, cashier them.”

“And if we get in the habit of doing that, how many of our crewers will put up with a run of bad luck like ours?” Diocletia asked. “Let alone risk their lives for us in battle?”

“All of them,” Carlo said stubbornly. “Or at least all the ones we want serving with us.”

Diocletia shook her head. “I’d rather not take that chance. Where are the bodies of the Lucia’s crewers?”

“Still in her hold,” Tycho said.

“Make shrouds for them,” Diocletia said. “And do it right—no slapdash work. Then we’ll bury them in space. You remember the Spacer’s Farewell, Dad?”

Huff grunted. “Ain’t I said them words a hundred times before?”

“At least,” Diocletia said. “We’ll have the ceremony as soon as we can, then. At the risk of being accused of developing a conscience again, it’s the decent thing to do.”

Tycho had expected only the most superstitious crewers to turn out for the hastily arranged funeral, but he was wrong. Best as he could tell, the entire complement of sixty-six was assembled in the Comet’s hold, arranged in lines that would have infuriated a military officer but were pretty respectable for a bunch of roughnecks and vaguely reformed pirates.

The Comets elbowed one another and pointed to the open hatch of the freight lock, where ten shrouded forms lay on the deck. Standing beside Yana in his formal clothes, Tycho heard the crewers murmur approvingly at the handiwork of the shrouds and the arranging of the bodies.

Then the crewers parted, with an admirable lack of collisions and vile language, as Huff entered the hold, wearing his best bright-yellow tie and carrying a worn book in his hand.

Huff bowed briefly in the direction of the lock, then turned, fixing the crewers with the white spark of his artificial eye. The Comets bowed their heads, a few stragglers belatedly snatching off their own hats or those of their less attentive neighbors.

Huff touched the book to the flesh-and-blood half of his forehead, then began to speak with a care Tycho had rarely heard him use:

“From star stuff were we sprung, to star stuff we return;

As space was your birthright, so shall it be your bier.

To the brotherhood of spacers you have belonged,

And so drift free forever of surly dirt and air,

Your tomb the bejewelèd vault of our Creator fair.

May you see His face in the glimmering of distant suns,

May you know His mind in the blowing of solar winds.

To the brotherhood of spacers you have belonged;

From star stuff were we sprung, to star stuff we return.”

The Comets muttered amens. Huff turned and nodded to Carlo, who walked slowly to the back of the hold and closed the freight lock. All bowed their heads again, and then Carlo hit the release that opened the outer lock door, releasing the shrouded bodies into eternity.
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3
TITAN

Titan’s a lot busier than the last time I was here,” Carlo said, peering through the viewports of the Comet’s gig as it approached the pale orange atmosphere of Saturn’s largest moon.

Space stations ringed the moon, and kilometer-long feeder lines connected enormous refineries with giant tankers. Navigation buoys blinked red and green, marking traffic lanes for the gigs, jolly boats, pocket freighters, avisos, ore boats, and sloops coming and going from the icy surface.

“Feels like everything around Saturn’s gotten busier,” Yana said from the pilot’s seat. They’d left their parents and Huff at Enceladus for the auction, taking the Comet’s gig for the ninety-minute voyage to Titan. Carlo had reluctantly ceded the controls to his sister, then spent the whole trip telling her how to fly.

“Try not to bump into anything,” he said.

That earned him a scowl from Yana. Tycho, determined to ignore their bickering, tried to count the tankers around them and gave up.

“Ever get the feeling we’re in the wrong business?” he asked, fussing with the collar of his spacesuit.

“Depends how you look at it,” Carlo said. “Refining corporations like Huygens-Cassini are mostly partnerships between Earth’s government and the Jovian Union.”

“And what does that have to do with anything?” Tycho asked.

“Listen and I’ll tell you,” Carlo said. “The Union gets a bigger share of the refinery profits because Titan belongs to us. If that weren’t true—if Union ships like ours didn’t stand up to Earth—we’d get a smaller share. Or nothing. So we’re really in the same business.”

“Except the folks in this part of the business don’t get shot at,” Tycho muttered.

“Where’s the fun in that?” Yana asked, then held up her hand for silence, listening to the traffic controller’s instructions in her earpiece. She shook her head, exasperated.

“They want us to hold here,” she said, tapping the retro rockets. “I don’t want to talk about the stupid Jovian Union, though. It just makes me mad.”

“Why’s that?” Carlo asked.

“The Hydra. It’s outrageous that the Union won’t give her to us—if it weren’t for us, Mox would still be out there grabbing ships.”

“You’re still upset about that?” Carlo asked. “Let it go already, Yana—it’s just bureaucrats doing bureaucrat things. Like I keep telling you, we intercepted the Hydra during a Jovian military mission, so someone in the Defense Force thinks she should belong to the military. Plus the Securitat is worried about who’d buy her—imagine if another pirate got hold of her.”

“I won’t let it go,” Yana insisted. “Besides, what if we didn’t sell the Hydra at all?”

Tycho and Carlo looked at each other, then back at their sister.

“There are three of us competing for one ship,” Yana said. “But what if there were two ships? Or three? Then we could all be captains and take more prizes.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Tycho said. “The family is the captain, and the captain is the ship, and—”

“—and the ship is the family,” Yana said. “I know that old saying by heart, you know. But why is it that way? Think about it. Every generation, one Hashoone becomes captain of the Comet, and the others wind up twiddling their thumbs dirtside. That’s a total waste. Why are we limited to one ship as a family, when we could do so much more with a fleet of them?”

“Okay, but what happens when you and Tycho both intercept a fat prize in the Cybeles?” Carlo asked. “Do you take turns? Flip a currency chip, maybe? Or do you wind up shooting at each other?”

Yana looked surprised.

“Tyke’s my brother,” she said. “He’s annoying, but I wouldn’t shoot him.”

“I love you too, sis,” Tycho said.

“What if that other Hashoone isn’t your brother, but your cousin?” Carlo asked. “Or your sister-in-law’s sister? Or your third cousin once removed? And once Hashoones start shooting each other in the Cybeles, what happens back home? Are we shooting each other in Port Town? In Darklands?”

“We wouldn’t—wait, Traffic Control’s talking to me. Finally. We’re cleared to descend. Get ready to vent the atmosphere.”

They donned their helmets and carefully checked one another’s seals. Air would burn if it mixed with Titan’s nitrogen-rich atmosphere, so ships without airlocks were required to vent their interiors to space before descending to the surface.

“I get why what you say was true in pirate days, Carlo,” Tycho said. “But we’re privateers now—we work for the Jovian Union. Couldn’t the Defense Force use a fleet of Hashoone ships, instead of just one?”

Carlo hesitated.

“I guess they could,” he said. “But these are our traditions—we’re the ones who have wanted it done this way. Maybe the Union could use a Hashoone fleet, but who says we want them to have one?”

The gig began to shake as it entered the outer envelope of Titan’s atmosphere.

“If this is about what we want, why is the Hydra still in dry dock?” Tycho asked.

“The one has nothing to do with the other,” Carlo said.

“I’m not so sure,” Yana said. “Just like I’m not so sure the Union is really on our side. Remember back before you made bridge crew, when you were down the ladder learning the spacer’s trade?”

“I’d rather not think about it, but yes,” Carlo said.

“Well, you played cards with the belowdecks crewers, right?” Yana asked.

“Never,” Carlo said.

Yana and Tycho glanced at each other. They’d both loved playing cutthroat games of poker, whist, and cát tê with off-duty crewers in the mess or the wardroom.

“Maybe you should have,” Yana said. “Belowdecks, they say every game has a sucker—and if you can’t figure out who it is, it’s you.”

Kraken Station was a cluster of habitation domes sprawled on the shores of the Kraken Mare, not far from Titan’s north pole. Yana set the gig down on the landing field with a bump that bounced them in their seats and caused Carlo to raise an eyebrow.

“Oh, like all your touchdowns are perfect,” she retorted. “I forgot to correct for the thicker atmospheric pressure, is all.”

“Today’s bump, tomorrow’s crash,” Carlo said, looking down at his mediapad. “You’re just lucky Mom wasn’t here to note it for the Log.”

“Sorry to disappoint you,” Yana said, peering at the diagnostics readouts. “It’s 200 below outside, so they ought to have a cold jump-pop. I’m dying for one. And maybe some fruit.”

“It’s not a sightseeing trip,” Carlo chided his sister as Tycho headed down the gangway. “Keep your eyes open—there have been reports of pirate activity around these outposts.”

“Good. I could use a little excitement,” Yana said, marching down the gangway and nearly plowing into Tycho where he stood at the foot of the ramp, staring up at the sky.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

“I’ve never been outside and not been able to see stars,” Tycho said. “It’s weird.”

Yana looked up into the thick orange haze above their heads.

“It is strange,” she admitted. “Wait a minute ... TYCHO! Get back in the ship!”

“What’s wrong?” Tycho asked. Then he felt it too—a spatter of liquid on his helmet’s faceplate, followed by another, and then several more. He retreated hastily to the shelter of the gig’s hull, where Yana was scrubbing at her helmet and checking her suit seals.

“My suit’s fine,” she said. “But I can’t figure out what’s leaking. A fuel line? Coolant?”

Laughter crackled over their suit radios, and Carlo brushed past them, a carryall over his shoulder. Before either of them could stop him, he strode down the gangplank and out onto the landing pad.

“The sky is what’s leaking,” Carlo said, turning with a grin. He spread his arms as thick droplets bounced off his helmet and suit and splashed on the landing pad. “It’s just methane—it won’t hurt you. I forgot you two hayseeds have never seen rain.”

The main airlock for Kraken Station cycled every half hour. First sirens and flashing lights alerted the Huygens-Cassini workers on the landing pad that it was time to grab a place inside the lock. A minute later, the huge outer door shut and pumps vented away Titan’s atmosphere, leaving a vacuum inside. Then air was pumped into the lock and the inner door opened, allowing the workers to remove their helmets and enter the station. Fifteen minutes later, the process was reversed.

The second Tycho took off his helmet, he wished he hadn’t: the interior of Kraken Station smelled like a nose-wrinkling combination of fuel and sewage.

Japhet Lumbaba, the son of the Lucia’s captain, was waiting for them by Huygens-Cassini’s offices. He was dark and slim, almost fragile looking, and dressed in a faded red coverall, with a helmet and thick work gloves slung over one shoulder. He shook hands gravely with Carlo and Tycho, bowed slightly to Yana, and led them deeper into the warren of shops and shelters. They threaded their way through crowds of burly, bearded men in similar coveralls, suits ornamented with a bewildering assortment of meters and probes and graspers and wands. Mixed in with them were more men and women in clothes more suited for working at a desk.

Refinery workers and pixel pushers, Tycho guessed. Both groups had hard eyes and looked like they were in a hurry.

But then the Hashoones passed a tavern whose holographic sign had decayed into a smudge of light. A knot of men standing outside caught Tycho’s eye. They dripped with tattoos and earrings and wore carbines on their belts, with bandoliers crisscrossed across their chests. Several had the same patchs on the shoulders of their jumpsuits: the stylized face of a wolf, white on a black background.

Lumbaba tugged at Tycho’s elbow.

“Bad men. Do not attract their attention.”

“So you work in the refinery, Mr. Lumbaba?” Yana asked.

“Yes,” Lumbaba said. “I analyze complex compounds. It is not so different from my father’s
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