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      Her eye changed its color. Again and again, the mark’s right eye, framed with a metal striping giving up her enhancements, shifted to match the club’s frenetic lights which played through cold color schemes to a scattershot beat. Starfield tile laced with neon littered the floor, the walls, the ceiling. Neil’s ignored its namesake and its own lunar location and caved to the gyrating sensory assault so damn prevalent these days.

      But Davin wouldn’t have been three drinks deep without that eye.

      “You’re coming recommended,” Theona said, twisting her talk back to Davin’s street cred for what must’ve been the fifth time. “I normally vet my runners.”

      “I’m not the one with a deadline,” Davin leaned back, casual personified, then jerked upright as his stool nearly toppled over.

      Theona’s normal eye quirked an eyebrow and she made for her silver Stardust cocktail, the drink more sugar than anything else. Slurped the thing through a straw as long as Davin’s forearm. Around them, early afternoon drunks parleyed a half-day’s wages into a full night’s fun. Neil’s didn’t care that dinner wouldn’t come for hours yet, the psychic beats pulsed through the floor, through the stool, and bounced Davin’s brain around more than the straight Moon Rum fixes he’d been sipping.

      Their table sat in the third node branching off a rectangular dance floor whose swirling nebula pitched galactic wonder to, right now, a single man swaying his hips to a beat only he could hear.

      Davin didn’t think he was too many rounds away from joining the guy, but his outfit didn’t match Neil’s workman vibe. Slick with space-faring leather and trumped up with multi-planetary spices, Davin had that classy vagabond look that put him intriguingly out of place in any setting. Theona paired nicely, her mechanical eye complementing a spliced up assembly slotting colors, metals, and cloth in fits and starts that shouldn’t have worked but, in Neil’s neon blast, sucked in Davin’s attention.

      “I’m trying to find you,” Theona said, drawing Davin back. “But talking to you’s like trying to catch a salmon mid-stream. Most runners aren’t so hard to figure.”

      Salmon mid-stream? Davin slotted away that line for later. Maybe the woman had come up from Earth, spent some time in a business not built on running illegal weapons. Maybe that damn eye made it easy to spot the fish under the water. Which, how many fish would she have to catch to pay⁠—

      “Are you even paying attention?” Theona asked. “I’m the one paying you, remember?”

      “Sure.” Focus, Davin. C’mon. You need this. “You already know about my ship, you know what I can do. What, you want a resume?”

      “Already have that,” Theona replied, then leaned in. “Thing is, I’m getting the wrong vibe from you, Davin. Like you’re not who you’re saying you are.”

      “I’m the man that saved the solar system,” Davin replied.

      “Then why’re you meeting me in this club?”

      Why? Davin had a thousand reasons why, and all of’em sucked. He replayed the years since Bosser took the wrong laser every night, trying to find the spot where things went off course, as if Davin could throw time into reverse and try it again.

      “Because it turns out being a hero doesn’t pay,” Davin said, the words spoiling in his mouth.

      “Think that’s the first authentic thing I’ve heard you say,” Theona sat back with a nasty grin, her eye flipping bright green. “You do this run for me, it’ll pay. The next one’ll pay too. I treat my runners right.”

      “Then let’s get on with it.” Davin slipped off the stool, steadied the world by holding the bar table for a minute. “Places to be, people to see, all that crap.”

      “Thought you weren’t on a timetable?” The woman sucked down her drink.

      “It’s never too soon to leave this place.”

      Davin hadn’t wanted to go to Neil’s at all, but Theona insisted. Said, when they’d first commed, that its music, lights, and general disdain for lunar building codes made it difficult for anyone to listen in. Davin couldn’t argue with that, so they’d set the date, time, and drinks.

      Now the woman led him through the sleazy streets in the Nubium dome, a failed blend between start-up hopefuls trying to cash in on Luna’s resurgence and predators feeding on those same dreams. Pop-up businesses littered the stacked shanties, and Davin knew most went underground too, burrowing the dome’s least beneath the gray dust. Every one hawked something new, a body-mod or some drug, a bot that’d save your life or take another’s.

      Overhead, dome-skippers darted along, their one-and-two passenger floaters zipping through Nubium as fast as possible. Didn’t want to take the chance they’d bust an engine and come down for repairs here.

      Davin, though, enjoyed the walk. Earth sat up top, its blue-white-green beauty providing a better sky than the black void he normally had soaring through space. And the people crowding the streets around him? Hungry for hope, for deals, or just plain hungry? Those people he knew. Those people were him.

      He hadn’t grown up on the Moon, but home was more than a place.

      Theona tilted her walk, nodding between two orange striped stacks. She kept her mouth shut out here, where ears were everywhere, and Davin followed suit. He’d rather listen to the street music than her cocky pitches about how much artillery she had waiting to blow a hole in Eden’s fleet.

      Not that Eden wouldn’t deserve it, but Davin didn’t play those kinda sides. Not anymore.

      Between the stacks, a few meters back from the street proper, the woman held up her metal eye to an innocuous spot on the silver walls. Something clicked as Davin closed, and a doorway shot up, revealing a stairway heading down.

      “Bit small to move cargo,” Davin said as they started in. “Unless you’re dealing in toys.”

      “We shift the goods out a different way,” Theona replied, leading. “I’ve got Nubium’s dockyard on my payroll. Time comes to fly, you’ll come in proper, leave without a second look.”

      “Ain’t that swell.”

      Behind him, the door shut hard and swamped the stairway in darkness. Davin heard a click as Theona’s eye shifted again, and he felt her hand reach out and grab his.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” she said, pulling Davin down the stairs.

      “And I thought things were going so well.”

      She laughed, a sound that vanished along the steps, which went deeper than Davin would’ve thought.

      “At least you’re funny. Most runners, they’re hard types that don’t know how to laugh anymore.”

      “Laughter’s just my way of living,” Davin replied.

      The dark had to be for security. He guessed Theona’s eye made the stairs look bright as day for her. Anyone following would find themselves taking a long fall, probably right to rifles pointing at their faces. Davin kept his steps sure, kept his left hand on the sidearm he wore on his belt, charged and ready.

      Melody, his super-charged shotgun, had stayed home today. Too obvious for a job like this.

      But hey, at least the stairs and wherever they led didn’t smell like booze and too-little deodorant, like Neil’s. Breathing, it turned out, was something Davin preferred to do without choking every time.

      The stairs ended their dark journey into a big space that any cargo hauler would know: a warehouse. This one must’ve carried on for blocks, and going by the sealed crates stacked everywhere, most carrying labels with a ship’s name and a time, it did brisk business.

      “Pretty nice setup you’ve got here,” Davin said as the woman dropped his hand, let him take in the picture.

      Beyond the crates, lift bots milled around the space, shuttling this and that to here and there. Most had the long, straight arms good for toting heavy fare, though the Moon’s touch-n-go gravity made big lifts easy. Davin suspected that’s why manufacturing had grown so big here: close enough to Earth for the money and the buyers, light on weight and legality.

      “That’s the stack I have for you,” Theona said, bringing Davin to a cluster that, going by the shapes and their lengths, held enough damage to arm a squad or two. “Drop’s at Enceladus. Pick up another normal run to keep things clean.”

      “Right.” Davin leaned in to get a good look at the closet casket, matte green and carbon-scored. “Where’d you get these?”

      “Nowhere you need to know,” Theona said. “You make this run, though, I’ll have more. The rebels are paying way over premium now.” Davin looked back, caught her shaking her head. “They’re either doing better than Eden thinks in this war, or they’re so damn desperate they’ll throw their money away.”

      “It’s not worth anything if you’re dead.”

      Theona didn’t argue, did ask Davin if he had any questions.

      “Yeah, I’ve got a couple,” Davin said, turning, catching one last look around the place.

      No guards hanging around. A couple bots that looked like they might try something, but Theona looked to be running a profit-shop: keep labor costs low, take-home pay high.

      Made Davin’s job easy.

      He didn’t even draw the sidearm quick. Just reached over, pulled the weapon out with his right hand and leveled it at Theona. Who laughed again.

      “What, you’re going to steal all this cargo?” Theona asked.

      “Nah,” Davin replied. “They are.”

      A horrendous bang sounded from up the dark stairs, followed by harsh light and feet pounding along the steps. Theona dropped her nonchalance act and opened her mouth, like she was planning on giving some dumb order.

      “Don’t,” Davin said, wagging his sidearm to catch her attention. “Not worth it. Give up your suppliers, maybe they’ll let you off easy.”

      A thud from the stairs clued Davin to look over Theona’s shoulder, to see the first Moon Centurion make the main floor. Others followed, their crimson capes swirling as they swept into the warehouse, hunting for threats. Those hapless bots didn’t even get a chance to try for a weapon before some quick frying bolts from the Centurion’s rifles reduced the machines to inert metal.

      That first Centurion came Davin’s way, big and bold and covered with an exoskeleton molded to his every muscle.

      “Mox, right on time,” Davin said. “Meet Theona. I imagine she’ll have a lot to say.”

      Theona’s mechanical eye clicked again, to a burning red, and she lunged towards Davin with a desperate rage Davin had seen all too many times before. The last move of someone whose path met an end they knew was coming, yet hoped would never arrive.

      Theona never touched him. Mox had a hand on Theona’s shoulder as she started her move, and he simply pressed her to the ground. She twitched once, then lay on the floor, still.

      “New trick?” Davin asked.

      “Nerve endings,” Mox said, boulder-shaking voice rumbling off the warehouse floors and walls. “Press hard, body goes numb. New Centurion training.”

      Davin nodded, as if he had some idea of what life was like within the Moon’s secretive police force. He’d met Mox as the Centurions had kicked him out for getting that big ol’ exoskeleton. When the Wild Nines had stopped the solar system from disintegrating into an android dystopia, Mox had come back here, and done well enough to offer Davin a job for some much-needed coin.

      “She said these were going to Enceladus,” Davin said, glancing at the weapons cache. “The rebels are buying.”

      “They are always buying,” Mox replied. “Now, at least, they will not get these.”

      “You on Eden’s side, now?”

      “I am on the side that keeps me and my Centurions alive,” Mox replied. “Whoever it is.”

      “Was afraid you’d changed,” Davin said. “When’s the fee coming in?”

      “Guess you have not changed either,” Mox laughed. “Check your account.” Mox hesitated, then reached down and picked Theona up from the ground, slung her over his shoulder. “Have to get back to it. Sting like this takes a lot of red tape to get closed up. A lot of gear to take in.”

      “Sure.”

      Davin slipped the sidearm back in its holster, let the cocky smile fade along with the adrenaline. Took the hint and moved past Mox towards those stairs back up.

      “Good to see you again, Davin. Been too long.”

      “It has. Take care, Mox.” Davin offered up a half-hand wave, to the big man. “I’ll call next time I’m out this way.”

      “Do that,” Mox lifted a mitt. “And tell Phyla I said hi.”

      Phyla.

      Yeah.
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      If a man’s ship was his castle, then Davin’s freighter wouldn’t protect him from all that much. The Whiskey Jumper shot off some extra cleaner as Davin sloughed into its bay, rubbing his forehead as the drinks at Neil’s took their parting shots. The cleaner’s wispy yellow-white smoke caromed off the punched gravel bay floor—no way Davin would pay for the fancier slots—putting a nice halo around the chunky ship that’d cruised Davin across the solar system for more years than he liked to count.

      The Jumper maintained most of its bulk in a central cargo hauling container, to which attachments clung like parasites. The engines and work bays jutting off behind, crew quarters above, and the cockpit spiking from the front. To the right sat a slim starfighter docking station and, above it, a cramped kitchen now home to more nutrient goop than anywhere else Davin knew. Opposite those were the med bay and a simulator bay. A couple moldy turrets offered a hint at fights long past, echoed by the black laser char Davin kept meaning to clean off but never quite got around to.

      “But you’re still holding on,” Davin said to his ship. “Cause you know, without you I’d be nothing.”

      “Davin, that’s so nice of you to say,” the ship said back, voice chirping from its speakers. “And so accurate.”

      “Shut up, Fournine.”

      The android brain now controlling the Jumper’s systems had, at one point, been stuffed in a body intent on delivering slashing, stabbing death to Davin and his former crew, the Wild Nines. After tracking Davin from Europa to the space station Miner Prime, the Wild Nines had pulled a solid reversal on the bot, sucked out its mind and stuck it deep in the Jumper’s computer.

      Now Davin had a lightning quick, deadly AI on his side. One that wouldn’t, couldn’t seem to keep quiet.

      “I see you’re back empty-handed,” Fournine said, throwing off Davin’s order. “Are we taking on a delivery later, then, or is your idea of a successful business to lose coin over and over?”

      Davin closed his eyes, sighed, waved towards the Jumper’s ramp, still not lowered, “Would you let me onto my own ship, please?”

      “I’m under strict instructions not to let you aboard until you’ve found us a job.”

      “Nobody’s going to give me a job if I’m too tired to talk,” Davin replied. “I just need a nap.”

      Arguing with his own ship felt ridiculous, and Davin could only imagine the Lunar dockyard operators laughing at what they were seeing. The captain that’d saved everyone from android-owned repression, getting his ass handed to him by a computer.

      Fournine must’ve decided to take pity on Davin, because the ramp hissed and lowered down, a little more than a meter wide and freckled over with nubs for grip.

      “Thanks,” Davin said, stepping on up.

      He’d rarely seen the Jumper’s cargo bay so empty. Davin had offloaded a large Martian wine collection—the chocolate, fruity tannins in the red planet’s soil made the cabernets delectable, apparently—when they’d arrived on the Moon, and now, as the ramp rose behind him, Davin stared around at the broad, empty space.

      The silence hit Davin hard. It always did. Used to be, eight or nine people lived on this ship—the Wild Nines did have a reason for its name—managing the equipment, polishing up the weapons, or kicking each other’s butts in the simulators. A family churning through life’s pains and pleasures together.

      A static burst sounded through the space, causing Davin to twitch as the sound resolved itself into a broadcast announcer’s voice: Fournine tuning into something and blasting it throughout the ship.

      “What’re you doing?” Davin said, the blathering commentary about Moon conditions—meteor strikes at a minimum risk today—pushing Davin’s headache back into prime position.

      “Trying, Davin, to keep you from getting into even more trouble.”

      Being scolded by his parents had been one thing, being scolded by Phyla and the other ‘Nines was another, but taking crap from a computer? On a ship he owned?

      “Fournine, you jerk, I’m coming up there.”

      Davin made for the ladder up to the bridge. A lift sat next to the rungs, ready for those unwilling to use their arms and legs, but on the Moon, all Davin had to do was kick a couple of times to jump his way up. He bounced into the short tunnel and into the squat cockpit, its twin pilot-copilot chairs pressed up to the glass.

      Outside the ship, the docking bay’s silver-crimson scheme parlayed the Moon’s colors through the dockyard’s many implements, from refueling canisters to spare parts, to bots meant to use both. Davin kept the Jumper’s maintenance to the minimum right now, as coin had been hard to come by.

      Everyone expected major war to break out any day, so stocks were being piled. Treasures hoarded. Contracts cut. Davin figured that, once the first shot was fired and Eden began its inevitable romp through rebel space, things would calm right down and he’d get his usual cargo runs back. Until then, well, he could live on Martian wine and the occasional Mox-based bonus.

      Fournine had kept the broadcast going, and the announcers had finally turned from Lunar stage setting to the event at hand. As Davin reached for the manual cut-off—he wasn’t so trusting of Fournine that the AI had limitless power—the broadcaster said a word that made Davin hesitate.

      Race.

      Bullet race.

      “See?” Fournine said, and Davin almost turned the damn dial just because the android brain sounded so cocky. “I’m on your side, captain, even if you don’t believe me.”

      Davin settled back into the chair with another, heavier sigh. He’d been doing that too much lately, sighing. Had to cut the habit out. His left hand went fishing into the cooler slot next to the pilot’s chair and fished out a fresh water bottle, newly filled up from Luna’s reservoirs. Caught comets melted into delicious, delicious drink.

      “Fine, bot, you win,” Davin said. “Pull it up on the HUD.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      The glass shimmered, then the silver and crimson blanked away as a live feed filled Davin’s cockpit view. A camera swept over pure Lunar landscape, no domes and little manmade interference, except for a winding path overlaid with lights criss-crossing the color gamut. Supposedly each color gave the racers that crossed it certain points, with more being awarded for following the best route.

      Some, high up on curved ridges or on off-shots, blinked gold. The major gets, for major risks. This course had quite a few, more than Davin had seen. Someone had moved up a level.

      The camera found its way to the starting line, where thirteen bullets had themselves arrayed in stately two-stacks. The ships, little more than rounded one-person engines coated with maneuvering jets, hovered in place. The broadcast swapped to a one-by-one run through, giving each contestant a five second spot to say their name and highlight their sponsor.

      “Where’d she qualify?” Davin asked after the first three had gone by.

      Fournine didn’t answer before the broadcast had found her.

      Phyla, her hand resting on a purple and orange bullet. Racing for Galaxy Forge, her red hair blowing like she stood in a hurricane. Other sponsors splashed over her suit, a courtesy of her reputation—despite Davin’s current struggles, the Wild Nines had some marketing cache—rather than the racing rank.

      “What class is she in now?” Davin asked Fournine. He couldn’t keep all the different ones straight.

      “C, Davin. You should remember that. It’s an improvement from last time.”

      Right. C, then B, A, and S. The last one reserved for those true pros. Still, Phyla had gone from nothing to, well, something pretty damn fast. Despite not being an eighteen year-old racing wizard, Phyla had taken to the sport with a passion Davin hadn’t seen before. Now, any time they landed somewhere, he’d go find the job and she’d go find a track.

      The broadcast finished its run-through and returned to the starting line. The whole track sat outside atmosphere, so no audience cheered on-hand. Some of the major courses Davin had seen played concessions to in-person attendance, but the bullets moved so fast, you couldn’t really perceive the things watching from eye-level.

      With a flash, the countdown hit zero and the bullets burst away. The broadcast traversed into an infuriating view that Davin nonetheless understood as the only way you’d be able to keep tabs on the whole race. Half his screen flipped to an overhead graphic, splashing the huge course onto the glass and, within it, colored dots showing each bullet as they sped along. On the other half, the broadcast zoomed in on individual bullets, showing as they banked their way through turns, hopped over and burned under one another.

      Davin had only played with bullets in simulators, but piloting in zero-G was all about momentum. With nothing to stop you once you revved up, turns had to be measured in lost velocity. Flipping the bullet with its jets to keep its main engines burning away was everything, and if you could pick up some bonus points along the way?

      Phyla said it was damn fun, and Davin believed her.

      The purple dot representing Phyla picked up spots as the race went on, and Davin saw her bounce over a couple bonus point lights. Not a bad start.

      “Davin, I’m getting an urgent call,” Fournine interrupted, silencing the broadcast.

      “Now?”

      “Sorry,” Fournine replied. “Should I try to put her off?”

      “Her? Who’s calling?” Davin had figured it was the Luna dock master, asking when he’d be getting this freighter out of their space.

      “Viola. That’s why I’m interrupting.”

      Huh. Not a name Davin expected to hear, not a name Davin could turn away, either.

      “Connect her,” Davin said.

      “And the race?”

      “Bump it. Right side. I’ll keep tabs.”

      Fournine did as Davin asked, shunted the dots and the course to the glass’s right side. In their place filtered in a smiling brunette that looked older, wiser, and all the more assured than the young runaway Viola had been when Davin first saw her.

      “Hey Puk,” Davin said, noticing Viola’s bot floating over her shoulder.

      “What’s up, Davin?” Puk replied, its cheery voice everything Fournine wasn’t.

      “You say hi to the bot before me?” Viola said. “Nice to see you haven’t changed, Davin.”

      Davin threw up his shoulders in a shrug, took a long sip from the water bottle, “Why change what’s already perfect?”

      “Can’t argue with that,” Viola answered, her eyes glittering. “You doing okay?”

      Should he unload his problems? Spill out the ennui gripping his every move as the endless cargo grind crushed away the days and months and years?

      “Sure, I’m sitting in the Jumper on the Moon with a crazy android for company. Couldn’t be better.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Viola answered, either missing Davin’s subtext or deliberately ignoring it. “Listen, I’m calling for a reason.”

      “Not just to say hi? I’m hurt.”

      “Don’t be. There’s no time for it.” Viola glanced away from the call, frowned, then turned back. “I need a favor.”

      “You shot Bosser. I’ll give you any favor you need.”

      Viola flashed a small smile, “That was a long time ago, but thank you. I need you to do a run for me. We’ll drop it near Lunar orbit, Puk will send you the coordinates.”

      “A run? Where to, and for who?”

      “You’ll get that info in the package.” Viola settled back into her straight face. “I can’t give you more details, Davin. Too many people might be listening.”

      “Nobody’s gonna care what I have to say, Viola.”

      Viola cocked her head, “Not you, Davin. Me. Find the capsule, do it as soon as you can.”

      Davin scrunched up his face as Viola reached to close the call, “Hold on, that’s all you’re giving me? No destination? No details?”

      “Can’t right now. Just know that it’s important, and that I trust you,” Viola said. “You can do this for me, right?”

      No price, little information, and, given Viola’s voice and the secrecy, all kinds of risk. Exactly the job Davin shouldn’t take if he wanted to stay stable. Build up a reputable running business.

      Exactly the job he should take if Davin, well, if he was who he said he was. The badass that saved the solar system.

      “I’m in, Viola. I’m in.”

      “Good. Nice seeing you Davin,” Viola said. “Stay safe for me.”

      As if Davin ever did.
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      The steps to prime the Whiskey Jumper for any journey, whether running asteroid rocks to Mars or a secret device for a friend, were the same. Davin ran through them all, green-lighting systems, loading up rations, and even cleaning out the turret pipes, without any annoyance.

      A task had come in, one that actually needed his skills. His attention. The safe road had been so safe, so suffocating, that Davin had forgotten how much fun it could be to wander into the unknown.

      Sure, Mox had offered up the bait game over beer two nights ago, while Phyla had been practicing on the course for yesterday’s qualifiers. Mox said that Davin looked bored, asked if he wanted in on the sting, and of course Davin had accepted. Playing head games with Theona hadn’t thrilled too much, though: there’d been armed and undercover Centurions everywhere in case she saw through Davin’s charade.

      You wanted to feel alive, you had to risk yourself.

      “You’re working hard.” The words startled Davin and he bumped his head on the engine nodule he’d been scrubbing, wincing at micro-meteor damage.

      Davin pulled himself out onto the bay floor, rubbed his head, and offered up a hangdog smile to the woman leading a lift cart loaded with her bullet, all compressed and ready for travel. Phyla had her autumn leaf hair pulled up, her green eyes matching her mouth in a smile, still wearing a racing suit that no doubt needed a good spin in the laundry after the tight-knuckle action.

      Phyla scared him, Phyla burned him, Phyla still had Davin jumping out of his skin.

      “Gotta keep her in shape,” Davin said. “Never know when we might get a job.”

      “Does that mean we have one?”

      Davin tossed away the scrubbing towel—some bot would pick it up—and came over Phyla’s way, rubbing his hands. Why the hell did he feel so nervous? Like he’d forgotten something.

      “In fact,” Davin said, throwing on his best announcer impression. “We do. Important too.”

      “More wine?”

      “Are you saying transporting the galaxy’s finest grape juice isn’t important?” Davin replied, the conversation greasing his own skids, calming those nerves. “I happen to think we’re heroes.”

      “We were, maybe,” Phyla laughed, short and light, then glanced towards the ship. “Fournine, drop the ramp, please.”

      The AI complied, and the ramp’s whining descent covered the silence as Davin’s skids crashed hard. Phyla had a way of doing that, cutting sharp when Davin wanted to charge straight ahead. Davin scratched his head again, looked around the bay, hoping one of the bots might come up and charge him for using the bay’s services.

      The bots failed to rescue Davin from the awkward moment.

      “So,” Davin said. “You had a good time without me?”

      “Without you?” Phyla folded her arms, and warning lights flashed in Davin’s mind. “Davin, I was racing. Which, yes, happens without you in the single seat bullet. I thought, though, that you were going to be watching? As you said?”

      Ah. Crap. Davin had run away with Viola’s message and hadn’t come back. Fournine had played the broadcast alongside Viola’s transmission. Where’d Phyla place? Did she win? Should he be wearing a good or bad expression?

      Davin would lie to some people. Throw up swagger and dish out a narrative behind it that’d bowl over casual questioning, followed by a topic switch aggressive enough to blow away any danger.

      Phyla, Phyla might kill Davin if he tried that.

      “Look, Phyla,” Davin started, swallowing as Phyla’s fire-blonde eyebrows inched higher and her lips turned lower. “I had it on. Fournine can back me up on that.”

      “Fournine?” Phyla said, without looking towards the Jumper.

      “I displayed the race in the cockpit,” Fournine announced through the Jumper’s speakers.

      “See?” Davin said.

      “Did he watch it?” Phyla asked.

      “That requires interpretation that I can’t supply,” Fournine said. “I would rely on Davin for his opinion.”

      “We had a call,” Davin said as Fournine dropped the line. “Viola hailed right in the middle of your race. I had to take it.”

      “Had to.” Her eyebrows back in their normal, skeptical position, Phyla sank into that straight-faced pose that just screamed how little she believed Davin’s words. “Was she under fire? Was the Jumper about to explode?”

      “Well, no.” Davin had flown through asteroid fields easier to navigate than this conversation. Viola’s call had interrupted the race, had been about something important. “But she had a favor to ask us, an important one.”

      “So you keep saying.” Phyla let her arms drop, gave her head that slight shake that said this particular talk was done. “Cart, take the bullet inside. I’m going to take a shower.”

      “Phyla,” Davin said as she turned to follow the cart up the ramp. “Don’t you even want to hear about the mission with Mox?”

      “Did you get shot?” Phyla didn’t turn back as she asked the question.

      “Did I what? No, I didn’t get shot.”

      “Then you’re running thin on excuses.” Phyla glanced back at Davin, down the ramp. “How long was Viola’s call?”

      “Five minutes, maybe?”

      “The race took two hours, Davin. Two hours.”

      He’d had to get the ship ready. The Jumper wouldn’t fly right without the maintenance, without Davin’s personal touch. Without any other crew to do it for him, what else could Davin have done? Watch a race he barely understood while a friend’s request sat there?

      Phyla had vanished into the Jumper, her steps still banging down the ramp.

      “Fournine,” Davin said. “You gotta warn me about these things.”

      “I did play the race for you.”

      “Next time, lock me in the cockpit till it’s over.”

      “I would be happy to.”

      The shower did Phyla some real good, because by the time she reported to the cockpit wearing far more normal space-faring clothes, that dangerous glint in her eyes had faded away. Davin, in the co-pilot’s chair, had already completed the pre-flight prep. Viola had sent along the capsule’s coordinates, and the Jumper’s sensors had caught it.

      “Feeling better?” Davin tried a peaceful opening.

      “Actually am.” Phyla nestled into her seat, started reading meters. “I’m not sorry for what I said earlier, but I’ll give you that it would’ve been hard to ignore Viola’s call.”

      “It was,” Davin said. “Should’ve watched your race, but Phyla, I mean this in the nicest way, the announcers sucked. The views sucked. You’re just a bunch of dots on the screen.”

      “One of those dots is me.”

      Davin sensed a fork, a choice to either send another conversation to the hellish pit where too many of their dialogues lived, or take a different turn. Put away the sniping for a minute and focus on something interesting.

      Because, for the first time in a while, he had something interesting to focus on.

      “You’re right,” Davin replied. “I’ll get better.”

      “Mmhmm,” Phyla said. “At least the Jumper looks good. You even scrubbed the turrets.”

      “It might be that kind of mission.”

      That, at least, held Phyla’s interest long enough to dive into Viola’s specifics. A valuable, secret cargo run? Should be fun, and since Viola worked for Eden, the pay ought to be excellent.

      “Guess what?” Phyla said. “Unless Eden’s sending us to a dead moon, there’s probably a bullet circuit wherever we’re going, which means you can make it up to me.”

      “I’ll take it.”

      Lifting off the Moon was a multi-step affair. Davin and Phyla hummed through their flight checks, reading off system statuses—green was best, but Davin took yellows on anything not critical—and prepping the Jumper’s big batteries for liftoff. The docking bay bots scurried around the ship, scooting attachments away and securing anything likely to be blown about by engine wash, including the bots themselves. In the final countdown, a bay that’d been filled with frantic motion stood still.

      “Ready?” Phyla asked Davin as she did every time before taking flight.

      “Always,” Davin answered Phyla as he did every time before taking flight.

      Like a beloved cat’s purr, the Jumper spun to life. Fournine read out every stage as the Jumper whipped through them, and soon Phyla pulled back on the primary flight stick, pushing the Jumper off the blasted bay floor and floating them out.

      The microjets took the Jumper above the bay, giving Davin and Phyla a stunning view of the Moon’s domes, their swooping cities filled with curving architecture utterly impossible on Earth. Great glass towers arced along dome walls, some coated in rainbow colors, others refracting sunlight to achieve the same effect.

      Every planet, every space station had its own unique takeoff to share, but the Moon held its own place in Davin’s heart. A beauty here, coupled with the aspiration that came from humanity’s first jump beyond Earth’s borders.

      “Never get tired of seeing this,” Davin said as Phyla pushed the Jumper beyond the range where its engines might damage something. “I get why Mox came back here.”

      “Sentiment, from you?” Phyla said.

      “Hey, I have feelings.” Davin leaned back in his chair. “Normally keep’em buried beneath my incredible manliness, but they’re around.”

      “Uh huh. You should try sharing them more.” Phyla tapped away on the Jumper’s console, and a deeper thrum ran through the ship as the batteries shifted their energy towards the big rockets. “Some people might be interested.”

      “Who? Fournine?”

      Phyla laughed, pushed forward on the stick, and the Jumper shot right towards a dome section that, with its blue-glowing magnetic shield, had pulled away to allow their departure. Beyond the blue shield, several other ships hung in a line stretching towards Earth’s bulk, waiting to get in.

      Always traffic on the Moon.

      “So where are these coordinates?” Phyla asked as they coasted through the gateway and powered into the space between the Earth and the Moon.

      Blips coated the Jumper’s radar, that constant ship traffic moving around them. While space around planets and civilized bodies had governing laws, and pilots were expected to take tests, the real enforcement came from the fact that, if you didn’t fly right, you’d be dead. Phyla found a clear outbound lane and stuck to it, sending the Jumper on a path towards Earth’s southern hemisphere.

      “Got’em right here.” Davin swept to Viola’s next message, a blank note except for the digits denoting the drop spot for the capsule. “Plugging them in now.”

      As Davin entered the numbers, Fournine did the heavy work and a green line lanced out beyond the glass, curling away to the left through space.

      “Any conflicts?” Phyla asked the computer.

      “None in your path,” Fournine answered.

      “Good, take us there,” Phyla said.

      “Will do. Enjoy the view, humans.”

      There were definite perks to having an android brain as the ship’s computer. Fournine had lethal skills and whip-crack instincts that had saved the Jumper before and no doubt would again. But, while a normal ship AI had a rock’s personality, Fournine played with a quirky trait mix that had Davin alternately grinning and contemplating a full wipe.

      “Humans,” Davin said. “At least it’s not an insult.”

      Phyla nodded, and Davin noticed her eyes sticking to the radar screen as Fournine shifted the Jumper to follow the green line. Her frown only deepened, and with a sudden flick, Phyla launched the radar from her console up onto the glass.

      “Look,” Phyla said at the black, translucent cover pasted over Earth. On it, dots moved around a central diamond—the Jumper—each one representing a ship on its way to somewhere.

      Except one. A big one.

      Sitting right in their path.
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      Not long ago, Davin would’ve seen a big blip like the one sitting right where Viola’s capsule was supposed to be and sprung into action. He’d have adopted a wise-cracking smirk, told Mox to take the top turret while Opal went to the lower one. Trina would’ve dropped back to the engines to monitor power consumption while Merc would’ve prepped his fighter for launch.

      The Wild Nines would’ve been ready, even eager, for a fight.

      “Well, that sucks,” Davin said, running a hand through his greasy hair. “Are they right on the target?”

      “Right on it.”

      Phyla kept her focus on the radar, her left hand drifted towards the console and brushed a couple meters up, redirecting some power from the engines to dispersion shield meant to keep the hot lasers spewed by most spacecraft from burning through the Jumper’s hull.

      The shields wouldn’t do a thing against old fashioned projectile weapons, though. Davin had been seeing more of those coming back, especially now that Eden had monopolized energy weapons for their own use. He’d yet to bother getting the Jumper outfitted with a slug thrower, because. . . well, because Davin had better things to spend his coin on.

      “We’re, what, a few minutes out?”

      “A few.”

      Davin leaned into his console, used the screen to focus in on that big blip, pick out some more detail. A toothy craft, an arrow-head shape riddled with projections, some short and stubby, others longer, angular.

      “Hunter-class.” Davin sighed. “Bet they’re waiting for us.”

      “Then do we turn around, tell Viola tough luck?”

      The Jumper still had distance. Could probably make it back within Lunar space before the hunter recognized who they were. Davin could creep back to Mox, ask for help, maybe a lead on another gig. Call up Viola and say they had failed.

      “When was the last time we gave the Jumper a good run?” Davin asked.

      “Been a long time.” Phyla flickered a smile. “Real long.”

      “Fournine, you been getting your target practice in?”

      “I am an AI I do not need to practice.” The android did, though, manage to sound offended. “Your pathetic human reflexes are nothing compared to mine.”

      “Fournine’s a cocky one, isn’t it?” Phyla said.

      “Takes after its captain,” Davin said. “Punch up the comm, Phyla. Let’s see what our new friends have to say.”

      While Phyla flipped on the comm, Davin tweaked the shields to push the energy forward, protecting the cockpit, facing the hunter, from any surprise attack. Provided the hunter shot lasers. And not too many for the shields to handle.

      “The mic’s open,” Phyla said. “Try not to make them too angry.”

      “Angry? We’re going to be friends, Phyla.”

      Davin caught the eye roll in the cockpit glass, reflected ever-so-slightly against the starry backdrop. He tapped the console, opened the comm to broadcast on the frequency Phyla had set, a standard channel beaming straight out front.

      “Hey there, this is Davin and the Whiskey Jumper sending out a question to the fine folks squatting on some coordinates we’ve been asked to visit.” Davin felt himself grin as he spoke, falling back into a captain’s comfortable habit. “Looking to see what brings you all out to this particular corner? Drop us a reply and let’s open a dialogue.”

      Davin tapped away the broadcast, glanced at Phyla, “Good enough for you?”

      “They haven’t shot yet, so that’s a positive sign,” Phyla said. “Going to have to pick a direction soon if they don’t move.”

      The hunter-class ship hadn’t started its engines, hadn’t activated any weapons that Davin could see as the Jumper approached. They were well within missile range now, and soon lasers would be able to strike with damaging force.

      No reply yet.

      “Slow up,” Davin said. “Let’s stay out of the hot zone for a minute.”

      “What if they’re picking up Viola’s capsule?”

      “Then they’ve already got it.” Davin double-checked the radar, nothing beneath the hunter’s big blip. “What happens next is on them.”

      “I thought we liked having the initiative?”

      “Only when we know what’s going on.”

      As if hearing their conversation, the hunter’s engines spooled up, the ship rotating to face the Jumper with its weaponized, pointed maw. The comm crackled, settled into the incoming message.

      “Davin Masters. We’re glad you’ve decided to help us out with this mission. Please kill your engines and wait for boarding, and we’ll get everything straight.”

      The message cut there.

      “Hunter, color me confused because I had good word this particular spot came by me with secret intentions,” Davin said. “If you’re here, then that secret’s blown. Can’t exactly trust you.”

      The hunter nudged itself towards them.

      “Incorrect,” the hunter’s captain, or comm officer, or whomever, replied. “Viola meant what she said. But her information was incomplete, and her assessment of this package’s value was too low. We aim to protect our investment, Davin, nothing more.”

      Davin looked at Phyla, who shrugged. Who the hell were these people? What investment?

      “Davin,” Phyla said as the captain stared at the comm and tried to decide what to say. “Make the call. Either we fight, run, or let them board us, but we’re running out of time.”

      On the cockpit, the radar showed the hunter’s big blip getting closer. Davin could turn the Jumper around, zip back towards the Moon and try to forget any of this ever happened. Try to find another gig hauling booze, rations, or parts from one spaceport to another. Davin had taken enough shots for a lifetime, he didn’t need any more.

      “Turn it,” Davin said. “Thought I could use some excitement, but I don’t need to get beat up again.”

      He thought Phyla would be game for the idea. Would be down for the safer play. Take a route that’d bring her to new race courses for her bullet. Instead, she just sighed as he spoke.

      “Turning,” Phyla said, voice dead. “Shift the shields to cover.”

      Feeling oddly sick to his own stomach, Davin adjusted the shields as Phyla brought the Jumper’s engines online, started their rotation.

      “Jumper,” the comm burst up again. “We’re reading your engines spooling up. What are you doing?”

      “Sorry,” Davin replied. “This all seems a little hot for us. Viola didn’t mention any games.”

      “Do you know what she told us? She said that Davin Masters would be able to do what no other captain could. That you wouldn’t be afraid of a challenge, and that you wouldn’t be able to resist the reward.”

      Davin hesitated, felt Phyla’s eyes on him. Times change, people change, stakes change.

      Hell, crews change.

      “Time was, you’d probably be right,” Davin said. “Time is, you’d be wrong.”

      “I told her you would be too soft,” the Hunter replied. “I’m sad to see I was correct.”

      Phyla had a knack for driving daggers into Davin. She could pierce right to his heart with a cutting look, a sigh, or even nothing at all. She had the right to call him out. Random voices over the comm, on the other hand?

      Davin wasn’t going to take their crap.

      “Stop,” Davin said to Phyla. “Cut the engines.”

      “Are you letting him get to you?”

      “No,” Davin replied. “I’m changing my mind.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Davin ignored Phyla’s bemusement and looked back to the comm, “Look, this has nothing to do with being soft. It’s about being smart. Knowing all the risks, the rewards. You don’t live to be a captain like me by playing fast and loose with your life.” Davin paused, had to figure out how to turn this into a graceful switch. “But you’re saying you’re with Viola? If that’s true, then we can talk.”

      Did it work? Was it sloppy? Davin couldn’t tell, but Phyla cut the engines and the Hunter kept closing, so . . . good?

      Before, when Davin had a crew, when they were being pursued and pursuing death and its dealers, making snap decisions that’d put lives in danger came easy. Like a reflex, and Davin could blend them with a cocky quip to give every moment a make-believe quality: they’d all be fine if they swaggered through.

      Now, Mox’s little deal aside, Davin didn’t play the action game. Hadn’t felt his pulse race outside of the simulator and the zero-g treadmill for a long time. He’d grown rusty, and his invincibility bubble felt thin.

      “Glad to hear you’ve changed your mind,” the Hunter said. “We’re coming in for boarding. Follow our lead.”

      Phyla didn’t wait for Davin to do what the hunter had asked. With a button press, the Jumper’s jets linked to the hunter’s, allowing
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