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      Davin had the target in his sights. The lighting a perfect golden white, no wind to disrupt his aim. No cover, no crowd getting in the way.

      “Got you,” he whispered, striking.

      The toothpick skewered the shrimp clean, Davin lifting the snack off its ice bed and popping it in his mouth. Salty, succulent, just like the last ten he’d devoured off the buffet. He ditched the toothpick, grabbed a new one, and took aim at his next victim.

      The late—or was it early?—hour meant the buffet neared empty, the stocks similarly low save for the shrimp serving as Davin’s after-drinking dessert. Four long serving aisles bled right into a sparkly seating area where robots and workers rushed around cleaning for the morning crowd.

      One which, if Davin had his way, he’d never see. Dreamland called, a destination pushed off by a rumbling stomach.

      A destination all his crew must’ve already found. Normally the earpiece would’ve been bustling with chatter, most of it insults slung back and forth. Good-natured ribbing, the conversation he’d hoped to hear after several days on the Galaxy’s Song.

      Sure, they’d left Freestar with a pressing commitment: find Alissa, figure out why she refused to strike a peace deal with Eden before all the people on the outer planets became fodder for that company’s marching war machine.

      But, you know, they didn’t really have any leads. So in the meantime, why not get some R&R?

      The Song had been gliding along in Saturn’s outer orbit—the best views without snarling shipping traffic—and offered a sublime opportunity: Davin, hero of Earth, could make a surprise appearance, delight the wealthy interstellar tourists.

      Provided, of course, his crew received a few comped amenities in return.

      “These are really good,” Davin said, chewing shrimp number twelve, to a passing cook. The woman blinked at him, kept moving. “Really good.”

      When you’d lived for so long on nutrient goop, any real food qualified as really good.

      The cruise ship’s captain took Davin’s deal and, so far, was making the Wild Nines leader work for it: Several appearances a day, though none before noon, and private drinks after. As Phyla put it after the first night, when Davin came stumbling in near dawn—at least, the ship’s programmed dawn—this was the first real job Davin had held in a long time.

      Well, if all real jobs came with three a.m. shrimp, maybe Davin had been doing it wrong all along.

      Leaving the buffet line with a crostini-filled plate and a much-needed water, Davin settled in at the first table he found. In the table’s center, Davin saw his own face staring back at him, a grinning, fresh-printed slip showing times and requesting interested parties inquire for more.

      “That’s me,” Davin said, pointing at the thing with a fork, glancing around to see if anyone happened to be nearby.

      A vacuuming robot didn’t reply, continued its resolute search for crumbs.

      “You know, I’ve fought androids,” Davin said to the vacuum. “They’re, like, the worst version of you.”

      The robot ignored him. The crostinis, thankfully, did not. They indulged his fork with little resistance, a crunchy delight. One he enjoyed until he felt two palms on his shoulders, fingers kneading through his light shirt.

      “You got up just to give me a massage?” Davin said, glancing to see Phyla, hair pulled tight, racing uniform on.

      “They’re opening the circuits early today,” Phyla replied, slipping her arm around to steal Davin’s fork and the last crostini. “Guess who’s the star challenge?”

      “You?”

      Phyla nodded as she munched. She’d been enjoying the cruise as much as Davin, burning hour after hour in the bullet sims. She took coin off of one mark after another, most happy enough to get a shot at a real racer, a real pilot.

      “Still, it’s like three thirty,” Davin said. “No way things open this early.”

      “They don’t, but Viola asked me to come find you, and I was too excited to sleep much anyway.”

      “What’s the kid want?”

      Phyla flicked her eyes around, changing the conversation’s tenor. Davin blinked, put his celebrity persona in a mental box and refocused. Not every member of the Wild Nines treated this like a joy ride.

      “She thinks she’s got a lead,” Phyla said. “A guy on the ship that’s had connections with Alissa in the past.”

      “Connections? Like what, they met at a bar?”

      Phyla shrugged, “Ask Vi. Point is, she swapped the guy’s lunch to put him at your gig. When it’s over, you sweet talk him and maybe we get somewhere.”

      Davin tried to lean back, sprawl his arms out in a shrug, and nearly fell out of his chair. Flimsy things.

      “You want to ruin this good run so fast?” Davin asked.

      “For once, not really,” Phyla quirked a smile. “But it’s not just you and me anymore, Davin. Some people are on a mission, and they’re our friends.”

      “Our crew.”

      “Exactly.”

      A big sigh, a mournful look at the empty plate. “Guess that means I should probably get some sleep.”

      “Wouldn’t be the worst idea.”

      “Want to walk me back? Still a few hours to kill till those races start, right?”

      Davin tried a wink, Phyla laughed.

      

      His pilot dumped Davin in their bed and left him there, telling the ship’s AI, Fournine, to keep things in absolute darkness till ten at the earliest. No interruptions, no chance for Davin to get messed with.

      Their rumpled mattress served as a soft, jelly-like home for those hours. Nestled in a metal frame, the bed jutted into the room’s middle like a blunt spatula. Random memories crowded the leftover space: artifacts, clothes, weapons. Some even bought legally. To Davin’s left, stuffed safe in a locker near the door, sat the one relic left for him by the Jumper’s former captain.

      Davin looked at Melody first when Fournine nudged him awake—a blaring trumpet solo—and indulged in a cursory inspection. The energy shotgun’s charge was topped off, its parts all registering in the green. If need be, Davin could take the thing and, even half asleep, blow his way off the Jumper.

      “Not going to need that today, are we?” said a hard bass tone as Davin’s door slid open.

      Mox, the metal man, leaned against the door frame. Not that he could lean all that far: the man’s bulk, all those carbon fiber lines running along his arms, back, and legs filled the space.

      “Completes the picture, don’t you think?” Davin scooped out the shotgun, twirled it and caught the grip in his right hand. The move staved off a hangover’s attack, just enough potential action to keep his body in the game. “Been thinking we should add this in.”

      “Do it on Merc’s turn, not mine.”

      “Scared?”

      “Don’t want to be there when you blow a hole in the ceiling putting on a show.”

      “Me?” Davin put on his hangdog face, held Melody up like she was some harmless toy. “Never.”

      “Remember that night on Titan?”

      “Apparently you’re never gonna forget it.” Davin stuffed the gun back home, started for the door. “How was I supposed to know they made the drinks stronger for every bullseye?”

      “Ask?” Mox put up a hand as Davin came close. “How about some clothes, captain, or is this a new show you’re putting on?”

      Davin glanced down at his ragged t-shirt, his underwear.

      “Give me five.”

      Mox chuckled, “You got three, boss.”

      Davin made it out in four, stomping into the Jumper’s rectangle center. The ship had two levels, the top for the bridge, most of the cabins, and the mess. Down below sat the cargo hold, access to the engines, and a small docking bay, currently empty, where a one-man fighter could sit.

      Most mornings walking out felt a little like striding across a tiny town. Davin would see various crew, the occasional vendor walking through chatting about this and that. Fournine might be testing some system or another. Motion apart from himself, the whole thing feeling alive in a way it hadn’t for far too long since he and Phyla went off on their own.

      Today, with twenty minutes till showtime, dolled up in his swarthy knee-length black trench coat, blast-scarred pants, and a shirt telling sordid stories in stains, Davin embraced his home.

      “Looking disgusting, captain,” Mox said when Davin emerged.

      “Clean is boring, my friend,” Davin eyed Mox, who wore a t-shirt and pants get-up better for the gym than an expo. “And you’re one to talk.”

      “People want to see the steel, so that’s what I show them.”

      Truth. The first couple days, Mox had donned his Centurion red and nobody gave a crap. Lunar cops had their own aura, and nobody wanted a reminder of the law on a ship like Galaxy’s Song. Since then, Mox had gone natural like Davin, much to everyone’s approval.

      Including the woman waiting for them on the Jumper’s lower floor, arms folded as Davin and Mox stepped off the open-air platform. Viola, one eye looking at a her comm, always seemed like she was about to explode. So much twitchy energy, a thousand ideas clustered inside waiting for their chance.

      Whenever he needed a night off, Davin would just buy Vi a couple drinks and let her go on, the most fascinating, cool inventions spilling out.

      Too bad she’d flipped and worked for Eden instead of her dad.

      “You know, it’s a real drag waiting this late for you,” Viola said to Davin, pointedly not to Mox. “It’s my day too.”

      “Paid for by my nights, Vi,” Davin said. “Phyla dropped your message. You want to ruin the fun?”

      “Fun for you, maybe.” Vi frowned towards the Jumper’s repair room. “I came along with you because we were going to stop the war, not to get free margaritas.”

      “Ah, but have you tried the strawberry?”

      “Pretty good,” Mox added.

      Vi rolled her eyes, smiled, “’K, point. But unless you think we’re gonna get this free ride forever, maybe it’s time we make a move?”

      “Could be, could be,” Davin said, stretched out his shoulder. “Throw me the details. I’ll see if I can’t sweet talk something outta this guy.”

      “Already did it.” Viola blinked, her glass overlay folding up and clearing her eyes for a good look at Mox. “When Davin’s playing host, keep an eye on things, okay? I found this guy by comparing the Song’s passenger list against Eden’s wanted database. He shouldn’t be on this ship, but someone put him here.”

      “A little smuggling for some R&R?” Davin asked.

      “No clue, but Davin, he’s not some broker shaving off cents for Alissa. Eden thinks this guy slaughtered a few transports worth of civilians.”

      Davin felt Mox stiffen beside him.

      “Is it true?” the big man asked.

      Vi shrugged, “Couldn’t tell. Eden doesn’t advertise that stuff.”

      “Looks bad when you can’t keep your own people safe,” Davin said. “We’ll be careful. Keep a line open?”

      “Fournine’s all over it.” Viola stepped aside. “Good luck guys.”

      “As if we’ll need it,” Davin replied as he and Mox headed for the boarding ramp.

      “Hey captain,” Viola called as the two hit the ramp’s top. “Might wanna get some mouthwash, your breath smells like shrimp.”

      Davin blew on the back of his hand, took a whiff. Crinkled his nose.

      The engineer had it right.

      

      All the years Davin spent blasting his way from one planet to another did absolutely nothing to prepare him for a room flush with fans. Today marked the third straight morning the mercenary captain spiced his coffee with adoring onlookers, so the fake smile came easier. The bags beneath Davin’s eyes, the stubble, all seemed to add authenticity. This here, Davin tried to say with his cocky slouch, this here was a rogue who meant business.

      And today, that business was brunch.

      “We’re not here to hunt scrambled eggs,” Mox whispered as Davin lead them through the crowd towards his reserved table and the entree already gracing it.

      Eat first, then crowd surf.

      “I’ve tackled too many fights—hey, good morning—to do it on an—Davin Masters, at your service—empty stomach, you get me?” Davin’s hands worked magic, stretching out and gracing fingers as he slid past seats.

      Mox drew fans too, but the exoskeleton cast a different spell, its hard metal reality clashing with exotic fantasy. Better to look, not touch.

      “Admit it, you like this,” Mox said when they settled into their folding chairs, backs against the wall so their audience could watch them stuff their faces. “All of it.”

      “Hell yes I like it. We’ve worked so long, so hard, not to enjoy a gift.”

      “Gifts have strings, Davin.”

      “Yeah, well, you see any on this one, you let me know.” The eggs partnered with some greasy bacon. All grown, Davin would bet, in the ship’s cell spinners. “Meantime, I’ll smile and eat for free.”

      Mox, forking his way through some buttery, jam-coated toast, didn’t argue any further.

      Every table had a mic dragged onto it, so as brunch burned on the various guests had a chance to tap in and ask a question. Most were simple: what was Davin’s worst fight, fastest ship, and so on. The first time through Davin had thought about sugarcoating answers, adding verve to this and that, but these jokers, these silver spoons, they’d lived so far from any real threat that the basic day-to-day of mercenary life proved incredible enough.

      Rattling off mechanical answers gave him, and Mox, time to pick apart the crowd itself. Scan the faces for the one Vi had picked out. She’d beamed a picture to them on the walk here, a gaunt guy who didn’t look at the camera so much as through it.

      “Table four,” Mox said as Davin finished up talking through the fight with Fournine on Europa. “Middle-back. Looks confused.”

      “Guy wasn’t supposed to be here. I’d be confused too.”

      Davin snuck a glance while guzzling another mug of the black stuff. Always strong in space, where water was put on a premium. Not a bad thing.

      The guy did indeed look perturbed, and his outfit put him apart from the other diners. For one, he dressed for business, not pleasure. For two, he didn’t seem to be sharing a word with anyone else nearby, an odd one out and not caring to remedy the situation.

      Worse, the guy made Davin’s spying. A clear eyes-meet-eyes situation. The gazes held—Davin wasn’t one to look away, that showed weakness, doubt—but with the man’s piercing pupils, an escape would’ve been lovely. An escape provided, thankfully, by the coffee bot, trundling by to refill Davin’s mug.

      “Thanks,” Davin said to the robot. “Mox, dude saw me.”

      “Hate to break it to you, captain, but everyone here sees you.”

      “Not like that.”

      “Then like what?”

      “Like I was being examined. Haven’t felt that way since Bosser used to give me the stare-down. Felt like I was being calculated.”

      Mox huffed, threw a straight-up glare at the guy himself. Davin would’ve reminded him to be discrete, but the word didn’t mean much to Mox, didn’t mean much to the mission either. Even if the guy got up and ran, the Galaxy’s Song wasn’t gigantic. They could find him anywhere.

      “Bet I could snap him in half without breaking a sweat,” Mox muttered as Davin told another story—Melody, pirates in the asteroid belt, bloody chaos. “Man might die before I touch him though. He’s sweating already.”

      “Why?” Davin glanced down at himself after wrapping the tale to more scattered applause. The heat stuck right in temperate’s middle, a pleasant breeze gliding by on the ship’s vents. “What’s he got to be nervous about?”

      “Us.”

      “Now, Mox, we just want to have a little chat. Nothing to be scared about there, right?”

      But the guy evidently was scared. As soon as the Q&A wrapped, he shot up from his seat and made for the exit. Randoms in the crowd went for Davin’s table, hoping for a bonus conversation. A swarm that’d make tailing the guy too hard. Unless . . .

      “You owe me,” Mox said as Davin dished him the plan and scooted away.

      The Centurion announced, loud and bold, that he’d be sticking around for autographs, photos, the like, but that Davin had to beat it. The hangers-on apparently valued a picture with the metal man as much as a chat with Earth’s greatest hero, leaving Davin with a few waves as he hustled past the tables and through the glass double-doors into the ship.

      Galaxy’s Song offered top-level views, its main deck using cameras and massive displays to let passengers sit just about anywhere and look into space. Its levels were latticed, eschewing the hard, claustrophobic space on most ships for a skeletal look. Sight lines were preserved, each level seeming to float on the one below it thanks to disguised struts. Ceilings had the display coating, so even on the ship’s lowest open floor you could look up and see Saturn’s brilliance. Only individual cabins and special rooms, like the one Davin used for his brunch shindig, were closed off.

      Despite the infinity views, Galaxy’s Song wasn’t about taking in the zen. Announcements followed Davin as he followed the guy, the man’s lithe form slipping between people in a determined walk. Buzzing drones weaved overhead, bringing ordered food and drink to lounging passengers reclining in soft yellow viewing chairs lining every level’s edge. Those same drones burbled schedules, hailing potential activities to anyone in earshot. The idea, Davin supposed, was that you’d either wear your own earpieces to filter out the noise or embrace the chaos.

      Going by the placid faces around him, Davin figured the former. Little nodes, some sporting neon colors, lingered in the ears around him. Viola and Merc had pairs, and Phyla had a special set geared for racing simulators.

      Davin? Davin had a single one, an oldie slotted into one ear. Not much good for filtering out noise, but plenty capable of getting Vi’s updates.

      “The next thing on his schedule’s a massage,” Vi said, her voice coming in grainy. “Maybe that’s why he’s walking so fast?”

      “Gotta hurry up and relax,” Davin replied.

      The captain shrank the distance with longer strides, a willingness to nudge people aside. His target didn’t have the same weight, instead swerving around interlopers.

      “What do I do when I catch him?” Davin asked.

      “You’re asking me?”

      “Anyone else on the channel?”

      “Davin,” Vi said, “aren’t you the experienced fighter? Deadly mercenary captain and all that?”

      “You must have the wrong guy. I’m a full-time celebrity now.”

      Vi snorted through the mic. Someone else, another Nine listening in, laughed.

      “That you, Opal?” Davin asked.

      “Good to know your head’s not too big,” the sniper, former rebel leader, and current badass said. “Tell you what, get the guy back to the ship and we’ll have a chat.”

      “I’m guessing he won’t want to come.”

      “A sweet talker like you can think of something.”

      Well, he’d have to come up with an idea soon, because Davin had closed the gap to a few meters. This near, Davin watched the man’s clothes, searched for hidden weapons and saw none. Then again, if the guy was going to a post-brunch massage, arms probably weren’t in the cards.

      Various opening lines danced through Davin’s head. None seemed to fit the situation. If he hadn’t left his coffee back at the brunch site, Davin would’ve tossed it on the target, offered to take him back to the Jumper for a clean-up.

      He’d just wing it. That never failed him, right?

      “S’cuse me, buddy,” Davin said, matching the man stride for stride. “Have a minute?”

      The man glanced at Davin without stopping, did the usual double-take at the scoundrel’s grin. Still, the footfalls continued.

      “Sorry, I’m going to be late,” the man said. “Another time.”

      As if Davin could be dismissed like a salesman.

      “It’ll only take a minute,” Davin pressed.

      “What’ll only take a minute?”

      “You remind me of someone,” Davin said, free-wheeling now. “Ever been to Mars?”

      “Once or twice.” The man kept walking. They’d passed the halfway point on the ship now, not too long to the spa, a spot dumped near the engines to suck some bonus vibration into the sessions. “I’m sorry, I’m really in a⁠—”

      “Helluva planet, Mars,” Davin interrupted, put a hand on the man’s shoulder. Put just enough pressure on the grasp to slow the dude down a hot step. “Think I remember where I saw you there.”

      The man’s eyes closed for a long second, but he slowed, stopped. Turned to face Davin as the people and drones flowed around them, a few sending annoyed glares their way for clogging the main conduit.

      “Why is Davin Masters stopping me?” the man asked, what little congeniality he had dead.

      “Like I said⁠—”

      “Don’t care what you said. What do you want?”

      All right. Straight up? Davin could play that way too. The smile vanished. His eyes narrowed a bit. Hands drifted to coat pockets. Sure, Davin had nothing more than a pen in one, a crumpled napkin in the other, but imagined threats were often as dangerous as real ones.

      “I want to talk. Somewhere private.” Davin nodded to the left. “My ship.”

      “My cabin,” the man countered. “It’s closer and more secure. Trust me.”

      “Don’t trust you yet, but fine, lead on.”

      Vi and Opal exploded in his ear as the man resumed walking, same pace, same gait. The sniper and the engineer wanted to know why the hell Davin was changing the plan. A question Davin couldn’t answer without words, so the two just railed on.

      “Didn’t expect you to be here,” the man said, tone shifting again to a curious calm. As if they’d played their first match, found it a draw, and could now be casual friends. “A ship like this isn’t where the action is.”

      “The food’s free, the drinks aren’t bad,” Davin replied.

      “You just happened to be near Saturn?”

      “When you’re a spacer like me, you take what luck you can find,” Davin said. “Seeing this beauty show up on the radar was about as lucky as it gets.”

      The man kept probing as they walked, ditching off the concourse for less-traveled walkways, the ones heading for cabin clusters. Unlike those big earth-bound boats, the Galaxy’s Song set its cabins in big blocks near the ship’s middle. Screens offered great views on the walls inside the small spaces while giving everywhere else on the ship a huge feeling, as if you were wandering free among the stars.

      Not that Davin paid much attention to the aesthetics. His eyes crawled for potential threats, his mind kept making up new generalities to answer the man’s questions. Questions that were getting awfully targeted.

      “Last I heard, you were spotted on Freestar,” the man said as they took a lift down several levels. “Right when that station had some big problems.”

      “Coincidences,” Davin said.

      The man opened his mouth for a follow-up, curiosity playing on his face. The follow-up never came: as they went down the black-and-blue hallway, passing an intersection, a red-haired racer came from the right and wrapped Davin in a hug.

      “Vi said you might need some back-up,” Phyla whispered, following the words up with a peck on Davin’s cheek. She backed off a bit, threw the man a smile. “Who’s this?”

      “Roxley Jones,” the man replied, giving Phyla a nod. “I think I know who you are.”

      “Doesn’t everyone?” Phyla rolled her eyes Davin’s way. “He put us all on the map.”

      Davin blinked. He’d never seen Phyla put on this routine before. She’d always been the blunt cannon, ready to get the job done without any fluff. Someone must’ve put her up to it.

      “Still want to talk?” Roxley asked Davin. “I’m on a schedule.”

      “Would love to,” Davin replied. “Mind if she tags along?”

      “Don’t mind one bit. My cabin’s right up here.”

      Roxley’s cabin claimed the hallway’s end, its door grander than the ones they’d been walking by. Viola said the man had money, and he must’ve been dropping it in big amounts to claim this room. Roxley put his finger on the door’s scanner, the device beeping a hello after a short second.

      “After you,” Roxley said, guiding them in with a hand.

      “Thanks,” Davin said, leading the way, ready for anything, Phyla on his heels.

      The suite made his captain’s quarters on the Jumper look like yesterday’s dump. Glittering clean counters, couches, coffee tables sprawled through the space. The wall screens showed Earth scenes, skipping stars for waterfalls, oceans, mountaintops, a dizzying array that threw Davin, kept his attention one moment too long.

      Phyla grabbed his wrist, tearing Davin away from the images, put his eyes on the suite’s doors. The ones opening on all sides. Two women came from the right, a man from the bathroom on the left. All decked out in gear meant for something worse than a cruise ship. All holding sidearms.

      “Now,” Roxley said from behind, and Davin turned to see the man pull his own gun from a stand near the door. “You said you had something to talk about?”
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      Some people might stare down the barrel of a gun, or two, or three, and find themselves blanching. Might find their legs go a little weak, sweat beading just about everywhere, and the first words out of their mouth slide straight into groveling, whimpering nonsense.

      Davin, separating himself a careful bit from Phyla, gave the foursome a long turning look, scoundrel’s grin held firm the whole way. No panic, no quivering lip.

      Once you’d had an android coming for your guts, humans didn’t quite register the same on the ol’ threat scale.

      “Talk about?” Davin asked, responding to Roxley’s question. “Actually, yeah⁠—”

      His earpiece shrieked, a sharp buzz breaking into static. Davin winced, shook the thing from his ear as Phyla did the same.

      “They’re cut,” said the man at the bathroom door, a cup-sized saucer in his left hand, red light blinking. “We’re good.”

      “Continue,” Roxley said to Davin.

      “Right,” Davin straightened, tried to ignore his ringing ear. “First thing, she’s not involved in this. Let her go, Rox.”

      Phyla caught on quick, gave Davin more room and pressed her back against the wall, hands up. She looked a little too hardened, a little too savvy to act the damsel with much success, but Davin didn’t have another card to play.

      Without their earpieces, nobody on the Nines would know if they needed help, if they were moved or shot.

      “My name’s Roxley,” the man waved Phyla back to the middle with his gun. “She stays. Ask your question.”

      “You going to give me an answer?”

      One of the women laughed.

      “I’ll answer it, one way or another. Ask.”

      Sometimes, the old charmer guise fell on its face. Sometimes Davin had to cut straight to it to survive. The truth shall set you free, wasn’t that the line?

      “You know Alissa Reinhart. We’re trying to find her,” Davin said. “Simple as that.”

      Nobody moved. Davin didn’t have to look around to know the threats were watching Roxley, waiting for the order.

      “What side are you on?” Roxley asked.

      “The side that doesn’t want to wind up dead,” Phyla replied. “The side that wants to get out of this apartment and go back to our ship, please and thank you.”

      “I’m still deciding if that’s going to happen. One more time. Who’s side are you on?”

      “Look,” Davin said, “this war’s going to leave a lot of bodies behind unless we can stop it. Eden’s willing to talk, but Alissa’s gotta answer, or everyone’s going to start shooting again.”

      More laughter, this time from all three. The derisive kind. Davin found his fingers wishing they could hold some steel of their own, show these bums who they were threatening.

      “You think anyone can trust what Eden says?” Roxley shook his head. “Only an idiot would think they’re coming to the table with anything real.”

      “Someone’s a cynic,” Phyla muttered.

      “Someone has other things to worry about,” Roxley replied. “You two take a seat. My friends here are going to take a look at you, see where we can wind up.”

      Davin ran a quick check. Roxley stood before him, maybe two meters away. Double that to the doors and the people on either side. Minimal cover. Not one of these people looked shy on the trigger either, the guns all holding steady.

      The Nines had gone up against Alissa’s handpicked people before. Bakr and his crew outside Neptune. They weren’t idiots, weren’t greenies fighting with ideals and nothing else. A surprise wouldn’t make them miss, wouldn’t get him and Phyla out alive.

      “Sure,” Davin said, “We’re all playing for the same team here.”

      The team, as Roxley explained it to Davin and Phyla on the room’s only couch, under the shadow of guns, wanted money. Needed money.

      “We’re not running on charity,” Roxley concluded his opening statement. “We’re not running a business. We take what we need.”

      “By going on a cruise?” Phyla countered.

      “Exactly,” Roxley replied. “Nobody on this ship expects anything other than their afternoon margarita. A show by the pool. Quiet. We’re not going to ruin that for them either. They’ll only notice something wrong when they disembark, by which time we’ll be long gone.”

      Davin leaned back into the cushions—they were a damn sight more comfortable than anything on the Jumper—and gave Roxley a two-fingered wave to go on. “Don’t you have a massage to get to?”

      Roxley’s return smile was all teeth, “One I’m missing thanks to your poor timing. But if you are who you say, and who my friend is confirming, then I think you can help.”

      “We’re soldiers, not thieves,” Davin said.

      “And racers,” Phyla added.

      “Looks like you have a lot of talents already,” Roxley held that upturned maw. The look of someone who knows they’ve already won and was relishing it. “Time to add another to the list.” He hunched forward, the conspirator about to unleash the conspiracy. “Everyone on this ship handed over their accounts before they boarded, all so the ship can charge expenses when the ride’s over. We know the ship has the account data on here somewhere. If you can find it, get it, and give it to us? I’ll get you your meeting with Alissa.”

      “What,” Davin said, “you think they have the numbers printed out somewhere, on paper sheets?”

      “If they do, great,” Roxley shrugged. “I don’t care how they have it. My guess, it’s stored on a secure server onboard. Now, that’s not my problem. It’s yours.”

      “Or we could turn you over to the ship’s security if you don’t contact Alissa.”

      Roxley nodded at the drawn weapons, “Two things happen then. We kill you before security finds us, and you damn sure don’t get your meeting.”

      Phyla flicked a look Davin’s way, the reasonable slight shrug she used whenever Davin ought to agree with an offer. A stance Davin wasn’t particularly thrilled with—who liked getting press-ganged into anything—but there didn’t seem to be an easy way out. The Nines could just up and leave the ship, but that’d put them back in space with zero leads.

      Time ticked away.

      “Fine,” Davin said. “You want your accounts, we’ll get you your accounts.”

      “Perfect,” Roxley said. “My friend here will send along what we know, but it’s not much. This ship isn’t the easy egg to crack we thought it would be.” For once, the sly criminal’s vibe slid away from the man, his slight features looking less like a choice and more like battered exhaustion. “We’re disembarking at Titan. It’s all we can afford. So you have two days. And please understand how many lives depend on this.”

      “What a noble ass,” Phyla said as they walked towards the Jumper, back on the ship’s concourse. “Lives depend on him robbing a bunch of tourists? Please.”

      “You gotta buy weapons somehow.”

      “No, you don’t,” Phyla had her arms folded, an icy fixture in her eyes. “They don’t have to keep shooting. They don’t have to put turrets on their ships. It’s escalation without an end.”

      Davin threw an eyebrow at her, “You want’em to just give up?”

      “I want them to be smart. There are better ways to fight Eden than shooting.”

      “Like embarrassing them on the race track?”

      Phyla rolled her eyes, “You know what I mean. The Solar System’s a big place. Lots of ways you can make a point without open warfare.”

      “Maybe that’s what they’re doing here.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Davin pulled Phyla over to a poolside bar, a place lathered in soft-whites and playing a jaunty sun beat. Kids ran after each other in a hectic tag game, forcing chair huggers to save drinks lest they be knocked over.

      “Shrink all these accounts, get the money good and gone, then pump out a release saying they’ll give it back if Eden gives up the fight? Not the worst play.”

      Phyla turned on a skeptical look as Davin ordered up a couple mojitos. The synthetic mint looked real good on the iceberg blue bar counter.

      “Roxley didn’t mention that at all,” Phyla said.

      “He didn’t not mention it.”

      “Okay, so I’m arguing with a toddler?”

      “You’re arguing with the savviest captain this side of Saturn, is what,” Davin replied.

      “You mean the one that just got ambushed?”

      “I mean the one buying you a wonderfully delicious drink.”

      Davin handed over Phyla’s mojito, took a sip of his own. The chilled gin hit just right, a soft kiss of summer a billion kilometers away from any place with the season.

      “Okay,” Phyla said after her own taste. “I’ll give you that one.”

      You want to be a mercenary captain, Davin found, you had to realize a few fundamental truths. First and foremost, everyone on your crew had their own objectives: some wanted the coin, the credits, the gold. Others aimed for reputation, skills, maybe a chance to see somewhere new. Still others needed to shoot something. Acknowledge those goals without pandering to them and you’d have a crew that’d stick around, even if they all desired different things.

      Second, give’em a chance to breathe. Davin couldn’t have been a taskmaster if his life depended on it, and the thought of micromanaging his team’s every move filled him with a kind of nausea only a bad bender’s morning could compete with.

      And third?

      Earn their respect.

      Davin, mojito in hand, left Phyla to get herself cleaned up post race and hostage adventure. He headed towards Galaxy’s Song’s bridge and the docking bays near the ship’s bow. The folks taking siestas on board tended to be the type that might need to fly away any day, so three bays dedicated themselves to shuttles and ferrying out the needy.

      While Phyla found her kicks racing and Davin by flashing his mug, signing autographs, Merc parlayed his passage by playing pilot. The man sucked up shifts down here, dashing to and from surrounding stations, moons, and ships.

      “It’s crap work, but it’s better than nothing,” Merc said when Davin found him outside bay two, having just landed a jaunt to an Earth-bound cruiser passing by. “Don’t have to smile all day, anyway.”

      “Not as bad as it sounds,” Davin raised up the mojito glass.

      “Point, I guess,” Merc squinted at Davin. “You sloshed already captain?”

      The fighter pilot had a small frame, one always seeming like it was about to bound off in any direction. A fast hand with most weapons and cocky enough to use’em, Merc also had the guts to fall in love with the most deadly patient woman Davin knew. The two equalized each other, a killer harmony.

      He and Phyla could and should take a page from their book.

      “Sloshed? Nah, this is only number one,” Davin noted the passengers, the maintenance crew bustling around them. The broad hall had its walls overlaid with signs advertising deals on current and future voyages, enticing newbies and departing veterans alike. A singsong jingle played through idle speakers.

      Privacy was not a concern.

      “You have time to step away for a minute?”

      Merc glanced at one of the digital clocks hugging the walls, soft green lines hard to see, as if to say time didn’t matter while you were out here coasting.

      “Have an hour before my next one.” Merc seemed to realize Davin wouldn’t normally be down here, nodded to a side room. “C’mon, bet there’s nobody in there.”

      The small break room wasn’t quite deserted, but Merc threw the only other occupant a look that said she ought to take a walk, and the scrubber shrugged, left. Davin and Merc settled into rail-thin chairs across a card table swamped with coffee stains.

      Without waiting for Merc’s invitation, Davin spilled the details. Roxley, the guns, the mission for the meeting. At the end of it, Merc threw up a single hand.

      “So whaddya want me to do about it?” Merc asked. “Sounds like this is Viola’s bag.”

      “Wanted to see if you had any ideas?”

      “Yeah, just gave you mine. Ask Vi. If someone can hack into this place, she and her bot can.”

      Okay, so Davin had already thought of that. It was the obvious answer, but if you wanted a fourth rule about being a good mercenary captain, getting input from your whole crew was usually a good idea.

      “We need a lead on where to look,” Davin said.

      “The ship’s network, maybe?” Merc still looked confused.

      “Roxley said the numbers weren’t that easy to access. They have their own computer expert with them.” Davin caught sight of some bagels on the break room counter, stood up and snagged one. Cinnamon raisin. “He didn’t say so, but I’m betting if these numbers were right there on the network, Roxley would have them already.”

      “Again, Davin, you’re asking the wrong guy.”

      To toast or not to toast? Davin looked at the bagel, flipped a mental coin, the mojito’s mint still dancing in his mouth. Toast it was.

      “You pick up new passengers on these flights, yeah?” Davin asked.

      “Sure?”

      “New passengers mean new accounts?”

      Merc twisted in his seat as the bagel fried in the small silver toaster. “They put in the information when they arrive. There’s a terminal right there in the bay.”

      Davin popped a nice fridge, found some cream cheese. The package had a Galaxy’s Song wrapper. The blade-less butter knife had the ship’s logo on its hilt.

      “But Davin, if you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking, buddy, that terminal’s watched,” Merc said. “Not by some bribable flunky either, but by a bot. It’s a friendly one, all dressed up like some bellhop from a couple hundred years ago, but I bet it’d turn you into a pretzel if you tried to crack that machine.”

      “Pretzels,” Davin nodded. “Those do sound tasty.”

      The bagel popped. Davin commenced the spread. Just the right layering.

      “Sure you’re not sloshed?” Merc asked.

      “Fine. Thinking.” Davin plopped back at the table, fresh bagel ready for consuming. “We need to get Vi access to your terminal.”

      “Cool, yeah, sounds good,” Merc watched Davin take a bite. The bagel melted in Davin’s mouth, delicious. “I’ll just walk her right in, have her take a look. Nobody’s gonna mind. Or, you know, maybe they’ll just kill us.”

      “Nobody’s gonna kill you on a cruise ship,” Davin said, his words mushy with the bagel in his mouth. “Bad for business.”

      “Yeah? How much sympathy we going to get from these passengers when they find out we’re trying to take all their accounts?”

      The break room door popped open, another two workers coming in. Davin raised his bagel in welcome while they stared, no doubt looking for a Galaxy’s Song badge that wasn’t there.

      “Play with it for a bit,” Davin said, standing. “Maybe something will come to mind.”

      On his way out, the captain grabbed the bagel’s other half. He had a long walk ahead, a good snack was necessary.

      
      The Galaxy’s Song’s center coalesced into a spire jutting from the ship’s hull like a crystal thorn. If you bought a ticket, you could take a special lift right up to the bulb at the top and join a dozen other guests for thirty minutes of stunning views. The hardened glass, wrapped with a radiation-deflecting energy shield, gave a no-frills, all thrills look at Saturn’s rings.

      And a particular mercenary captain, signing autographs and telling stories for the rest of the afternoon.

      “See that one right there?” Davin pointed at a random dot, one little larger than a dust mote. Eyes, most glazed with wine or liquor’s lacquer, followed. “That’s Europa, and I’ll tell you now it’s the best place to go to feel better about every place you’ve ever been.”
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