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      Westermann slammed the man’s hand into the cheap wooden tabletop with enough force to leave a crack in the fake-wood surface. Retaining her grip on his sticky, sweaty palm, she held him in place while lunging forward and slapping his shoulder with her free hand.

      “Commiserations!” she crowed, then released him and jumped away from the table to dance in a circle and pump both fists in the air. “Peacekeeper victory, yah!”

      Keeping well back from her, the gaggle of bar-dwelling spectators either grumbled or guffawed at her victory. The losing bettors handed the winners handfuls of local Thesian scrip and official Caultan francs.

      The thickset man who’d lost the arm wrestle glowered at her with his teeth bared.

      “You doin’ okay there, pal?” she called above the din, still grinning.

      His grime-flattened hair stood up in places. A single rivulet of sweat ran out of it and down his forehead. “Mellie teh flekshon, wimmon,” he snarled.

      When he surged around the table, Westermann tensed, lost the grin and shifted one foot behind her, arms up, palms open. But the guy merely stormed past her and out of the bar, shouldering through patrons on the thoroughfare and drawing a wake of curses and cackles.

      Standing a meter to the side of the table, the loser’s chunky buddy opened his mouth to interpret, but Westermann cut him off.

      “I don’t care what he said. I just want the cash I won. And the beers.”

      The man piled some curled-up scrip on the cracked tabletop before making a curt gesture toward the bar. In Poletownish, he said, “Illit laga.”

      Westermann knew those words. “Damn straight they’re mine,” she replied.

      After a quick count of the money, she looked up to find the guy had vanished after his loser friend. Shrugging, she focused on the two sweating bottles waiting on the bar. When the barkeep went to crack the lids off them, she stopped him with a shrill whistle.

      “Do that myself.”

      And make sure they’re not spat in, she thought.

      The barkeep was one of the people scowling about her win; he slapped a second pile of local currency on the counter beside the bottles.

      “Pleasure doing business,” she told him as she scooped it into the breast pocket of her off-duty cammie tunic.

      Wepps—her team sergeant—watched her as she returned to their table by the front door. As was often the case, the sarge’s face held no expression, but his keen eyes zeroed in on the lagers. Westermann carried them in one hand, flexing and stretching the kinks from her wrestling arm before handing his bottle over and taking the seat opposite.

      “Interesting,” he said as he cracked the bottle top off on the table’s rim. “This is why you spent hundreds of hours in Assured’s gym over the last decade. So you can skunk bar-flies out of their hard-earned currency.”

      “It’s one of the reasons,” she admitted, knocking the lid off hers. She sculled half the bottle in four long gulps, then wiped her lips with the back of one hand. Wepps merely sipped his. She nodded at it. “Don’t like?”

      “Bit sour,” he replied. But he sipped some more and studied the crowd, leaned back on his stool and rolled his shoulders. Westermann had always thought he had broad shoulders for such a shortass. A lot like her dad, now she thought of it. His tousled blond hair might have been overdue for a cut. And there were beer bubbles across his lip. But she figured most of the women in the room would show interest in him if he showed interest in them.

      And maybe that was something it was time she left him to pursue.

      She pushed a quarter of the money across the table. “Appreciate the seed money.”

      “De nada,” he muttered, still room-scanning.

      She gulped more beer then pushed her bottle aside. “Should be enough for you to go track down some of that legendary Welkin booze you wanted to find.”

      “Jonasfruit Gin. Has to be better than this swill.” His beer bottle was nudged further away. He frowned then, eyes narrowing at her. “Wait. For me to track down? Where are you going?”

      “I came onto Welkin Station for fun. Finding backroom hooch ain’t my idea of that.” She nudged her own bottle. “At least this stuff is imported from the planet. Won’t poison me.”

      “Doesn’t answer my question, Corporal.”

      “Well, Sergeant, I might just stay around here. Go it alone. See what other trouble I can stir up.”

      “‘Trouble.’” A flicker of consternation. He leaned in. “Westermann, don’t you—”

      She reached over and patted his hand, silencing him. Not something she would’ve done aboard Assured. But this was shore leave. Liberties could be taken. And she really had to get free of him: the knot of impatience in her gut was only growing tighter the longer she hung out here. Forcing a lighthearted tone, she said, “Sarge, you don’t need to babysit me. I’ll behave. Promise. You go enjoy yourself. Find your johnsonfruit gin.”

      “Jonasfruit,” he corrected, standing and stretching. “And here I was thinking we were a team.”

      Her turn to frown. “Whadda ya mean?”

      “Well, you want me to wander through Welkin alone? Are you trying to get me shanked? You after my job or something?”

      She relaxed. A little. “Place probably isn’t that bad. And I’d never want your job, Sgt. Wepps. Not for a million of these.” She fanned her face with a few of the cash chits she’d pulled back out of her pocket.

      He chuckled without smiling. “A million of those wouldn’t buy you a car. But I take your point. All right,” he added and stretched again. “I know when someone’s giving me the brush off. You’ve been eyeing that guy in the back booth there all hour.”

      “I—” She only just stopped herself from turning around to look. Again. Goddamn Wepps never missed a goddamn thing.

      “Can’t see what you see in him, but you’re your own person, Westie. I’ll leave you to it. See you back at the docking lounge in seven hours? If,” he added, “I don’t get knifed in a back alley or something.”

      A stab of guilt made her wince. “Stick to the main thoroughfares, Sarge.”

      “I’ll do just that.” He half-turned with one hand on the door frame. “But if I find any Jonasfruit Gin, don’t expect me to share it.”

      She pouted. He smiled—finally. And he left.

      All the playfulness drained from Westermann’s face. Once the pedestrian crowd had swallowed him up, she stood, dusted herself off and moved to the booth with the guy he’d caught her glancing at.

      Westermann was in her mid-thirties, counting it by Standard Calendar time. The guy in the booth had another ten years on her, at least. And it showed: age, worldly worries, genetics and Thesian gravity had all conspired to drag his head and shoulders forward, as if they were only just keeping their grip on the rest of his skeleton. His skin was ashen—more grey than white. A mustache had tried to grow across his upper lip, but to Westermann it looked like reddish lichen. He wore a crumpled, dirty white office shirt under a rumpled, dirty tan duster jacket. And his eyes darted this way and that as she sat opposite him. She performed a quick head-check of her own: no one in the bar watching her now, their attention had moved to other things. From the breast pocket of her cammie tunic, she drew a wafer and lay it on the greasy table, data chip facing up. Beside it, she piled her winnings. The cash, he scooped away and stuffed into a jacket pocket. The wafer, he didn’t touch. Holding her gaze, he folded hairy hands on the datareader he’d brought along.

      Westermann tried to keep her own body language calm and unflustered, but she’d already wasted over an hour of the eight available to her. Making things worse, the guy carried on his clothes a weird combination-odor of paint and mildew—and the bar’s aircon was blowing from behind him.

      C’mon c’mon, you oily mutt.

      A long, slow deep breath in and out, then the man took the wafer and lay it on his reader. A flare of color onscreen. A tuneful alert. He checked something.

      “Four hundred Caultan francs,” he read, his wide-mouthed Poletown accent stretching all the vowels.

      “Plus a hundred local scrip. As agreed.”

      The reader and wafer went into an inside pocket on one side of the duster, and from the other he drew something in a paper bag. It made a dull clunk when it touched the tabletop. “As agreed,” he said.

      She wrapped a hand around the bag, confirmed
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