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        The Colony Corps brought humanity

        out from a failing Earth

        to spread among the stars.

        Then they vanished.

      

        

      
        Eighty years later,

        the Corps is about

        to be reborn.
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      The crying baby was driving Ben Acosta nuts. The lead captain flew the final transport out of Waterfalls yet again, the one carrying a full thousand refugee souls. Hopeful Thrive – aka Sardine – was unbearable at this level of crowding. It took hours to load the ship, hours more to reach orbit, then jostle into correct formation for warp, and further hours to traverse the rings and land safely on Mahina. Then they began hours of unloading, for a full 20 hours in hell for the passengers.

      So they filled only one transport per run to the brim, last out, first to land.

      The transport could barely lift from Denali’s deep gravity well at this weight. In theory it could attain orbital velocity. But this was Ben’s sixth trip – no, was it the eighth? He was the only pilot in the fleet good enough to fly this load. And even he couldn’t achieve orbital velocity straight from liftoff. Too many damned storms to dodge, with a ship too loggy to answer to the helm.

      Sweat dripped stinging into his eyes, as he begged Hopeful to veer faster. He approached the tropics again, girdled with hurricanes. He’d found just enough quiet air between two massive systems to slip between, if only the damned helm would respond.

      That baby’s pitiful keening had every muscle in his neck seized up like steel.

      And he’d fail the turn. Dammit! He’d catch the storm at the worst point, too, where its 50 kph speed of travel added to 250 kph winds to cost him 300 kph headway toward escaping atmo.

      The passengers weren’t going to enjoy it, either.

      “All hands, this is the captain. Buckle in immediately!” Because this is going to suck. His fleet used to have a gunner, a copilot to handle the comms for the pilot. But there was no other qualified pilot for this run, no backup. They all waited upstairs in misery for him to get up there with this last load, and warp them onward to Pono’s rings.

      Hopeful hit the first outer bands of thunderheads, and he felt them fall. He buckled his own harness. How did I forget to do that? Worse, how did that falling sensation sneak past the inertial dampeners? Maxed out, dammit! He’d lost 2 km altitude in one fell swoop. And the true hurricane wall waited ahead of him like the gates to hell, towering far higher and meaner than a moment ago.

      Air pressure’s higher, damn-damn-damn! His lost altitude would hurt. The wind speed might be the same, but with dense air, the dark grey inferno could punch harder. His fingers flew over his navigation calculator. But a new yo-yo sensation, jerks up and down, frustrated his dexterity. Does it –? No, it doesn’t matter, just get the hell out of here!

      But that was easier said than done. He could turn and ride the air – no. At this speed and sluggish helm response, he’d need hundreds of klicks to turn the ship around. There was nothing for it except to ride the bucking bronco of these insane air currents, rapid-fire updrafts and downdrafts and side buffets. Forget the original course and just go through.

      “Captain?” Tarana’s voice over his earpiece. The one-time leader of the Sylvan expedition now served as his administrative assistant, a gift from Ben’s concerned husband a couple round trips ago.

      Because he thought I was losing it. Fair enough. I am losing it.

      “Captain, these gyrations are very hard on the passengers. How much longer?”

      “Hell if I know.”

      “But Ben –”

      He clicked her off. Was that blue sky ahead? No reprieve from the churning gray maelstrom showed on his instruments. But he could swear that was a spot of clear sky, just five degrees starboard. He could turn five degrees, couldn’t he? The shudder in the ship began to clack his teeth together like castanets.

      He clicked his comms back on. “Tarana! Shut that baby up!” He shut the comms off again without waiting for a response. The blue sky had disappeared, and he sobbed for its loss. Instead lightning forked out in every direction. He flipped the ESD shields up to max. Those attracted the damned bolts like a lightning rod. But as the only metal in the sky, that couldn’t be avoided anyway. At least the ESD would dissipate the –

      Two bolts hit the ship in rapid succession, overlapping in time, starboard and port, and arced to meet above and below, briefly encasing him in a cage of forking actinic light. He felt that one, hair standing on end. His heart misfired a couple beats. Then his console painfully zapped his fingers.

      NO! His instruments flashed bright and died. One of them was the ‘windshield’ display, now a cipher of blank graphite grey.

      Ben blinked. Am I dead meat?

      No, the instruments rebooted. They’d take a few minutes restarting. Do I hit the ocean before I can see it? He was pretty sure he was over ocean. Yes, there is only ocean at this latitude. Couple isthmus, um – whatever the damned plural of isthmus is. Isthmussi? Dammit, think, Ben!

      But his brief electrocution had knocked his brain offline as well. The wind buffeting was side-to-side now, plus jarring smacks to the diagonal, wobbling his head all over the place. A pattern-breaking up-down clacked his teeth together again, this time with his tongue between them. Ow. He ducked his head to spit blood onto the lower half of his space helmet, then clamped it to the seat back. Not that being clamped to the seat made the ride any smoother when the whole ship was shaking. But at least it cut down on the whiplash to his neck.

      It’s alive! His altimeter came back first. He’d lost another 5 klicks vertical. He pulled back on the stick, praying for the thrusters to obey. Up, up, please God up! Which direction didn’t matter worth a damn at this point. He’d need a bonus trip around the entire planet to make up for this one storm.

      He might even meet the same cyclone again on his next lap around. Horrifying thought.

      Another five seconds, and the helm answered. He began rising, still according to the instruments. Six long seconds later, the front display exploded into eye-searing bright confetti. He tried and failed to blink away the seared spots on his retinas. He finally accepted that half the bright spots were the screen’s fried pixels, not his rods and cones.

      Rain, he decided, and belatedly realized his bronco ride was over. The helm responded smoothly, like congealed Monday axle grease. He couldn’t see anything through the grey clouds, but a ping off a Spaceways satellite positioned him. He was back in business. Minus half of his windscreen display set to dead white or black pixels. He could live with that.

      He jumped half out of his skin when he noticed Tarana was sitting beside him in the copilot’s seat. When did she get here? He swallowed uneasily and returned his focus to his instruments. Up.

      He couldn’t for the life of him remember how to do Up. Up in which direction? Where was he going?

      Tarana rapped on his helmet, her face contorted as though she were screaming at him from inside her own. He clicked the comms back on.

      “Ben? Answer me!”

      “Sorry, comms were off,” he said absently. He had programs to reach orbit. What world was he on again? Water in the sky. Must be Denali. Or Sylvan… “What planet is this?”

      “…What?”

      “Tarana. Sylvan,” Ben replied.

      “Ben, we are taking off from Waterfalls. On Denali,” Tarana said slowly, cautiously. “Ben?”

      If only that baby would quit crying. Did he say that aloud?

      Tarana hung on his shoulder now, gazing in concern at his face. “Ben, there is no crying baby.”

      “There is, it’s screaming, it’s driving me nuts. It’s been crying forever.” When did the baby start crying? Takeoff. Waterfalls. Right, he was on Denali. Over Denali. Probably. No, Tarana said. He was taking off from Denali, if only he could remember how to do that. Surely he’d programmed a preset for that.

      “Ben, there is no baby crying,” Tarana crooned to him. “Let’s take off your helmet, and take a nice little break. The ship will just…fly…right?” She busied herself trying to release the helmet, then switched to unclamping it from the headrest first. “Won’t the ship keep going straight and level?”

      He batted her hands out of the way and unclamped his own helmet, lobbing it over his shoulder to the bridge floor. He tried to breathe deep, but found he was breathing too fast. His hands shook. Would the ship fly ‘straight and level’? What a ridiculous concept. He was in an atmosphere circling a rock ball. If he flew straight and level, he’d simply escape out of the gravity well on a tangent and keep going until the engines died and the sun pulled him…

      What was I trying to do?

      Tarana stuck his water straw into his mouth, jutting out from the body of the pressure suit. “Just take a sip, and a little rest break.”

      Her voice was weird. Ah, it was coming out of helmet speakers over her ears instead of her mouth. That was confusing.

      “Mayday, mayday,” Tarana said. Without transition, suddenly she sat in the pilot seat now, and Ben in the copilot seat, with his helmet back on. “Hopeful Thrive, calling Abel or Sass. Emergency, please respond!”

      “Greer here, on Bold Thrive.”

      “Sass on Thrive One. Tarana? Where’s Ben?”

      “Ben is seated here beside me. But he’s not tracking. Mentally.”

      “He’s not… Holy hell.” Abel Greer’s voice.

      “We have no copilot,” Tarana continued, voice tinged with hysteria.

      “I’m right here,” Ben said crankily. “What are we…?”

      But now he was back in the pilot seat. And it was his husband, not Sass or Abel, coaching him softly. “– Should be seeing the flames die back now. Ben?”

      Upset by the inexplicable time lapse in his memory, Ben gazed at the display screen. Why did it look so ratty? And what was…? Oh, flames. “Yeah. Flames. Dying back.”

      “Listen, buddy, Tarana installed the program I sent. Rendezvous Gamma Ternary. Can you find that program on the nav computer for me?” Cope sounded tired, and concerned.

      Ben keyed up the program he mentioned. “Got it.” He swallowed. Why did his mouth taste like blood? “You want me to run this?”

      “Yeah, buddy, just run that program. Tell me when it’s live.”

      Ben frowned. How did he –? Oh, yeah. With slow-motion precision, he pressed the go soft-key, and it…yeah. “It’s running.”

      He panned the display. Rego hell. He was entering Denali orbit. The trip meter, started at takeoff, read over 13 hours. That couldn’t be right. A bad takeoff from Denali took seven hours, max. Do I even have enough fuel to…?

      “Good job, baby,” Cope crooned. “Just relax now. Sit back and close your eyes. You’re coming in dangerously dry. You can’t afford any maneuvers. Do you understand, Ben?”

      “No. I really don’t.” He enunciated slowly, with perfect clarity and conviction.

      “That’s OK, honey. Just don’t override the nav computer. The fleet will match orbit with you, and warp you through to Pono. Then Sass will come and land Hopeful on Mahina for you.”

      “Should I get him out of the pilot seat?” Tarana asked.

      “No, leave him there just in case.” That was Sass’s voice. “Fantastic job, Cope.”

      “I want to get over there now.” Cope. “No. I need to run the warp, don’t I.”

      “Yeah, I’m on a transport.” Abel. Ben couldn’t puzzle out why he said that.

      “You’ll do fine, Cope,” Sass purred. “Abel will talk you through. And I’ll take good care of Ben on the other side.”

      Oh, yeah. Abel and Cope were the only ones besides Ben who could operate the warp gateway. And they flew all six transports back to Mahina this trip, plus the PO-3’s and tender, so Abel needed to fly a transport. And Ben’s engineer husband wasn’t much of a pilot.

      His eyes popped open. “I need to get to Merchant and warp us.” His hands gripped his arm-rests in terror.

      “No, I’ll do that for you, buddy,” Cope’s voice promised. “You just rest.”

      The next thing Ben knew, Sass arrived to take his seat. The familiar comforting tiger-striped vastness of the gas giant Pono filled his viewscreen. And Tarana applied a hypodermic to his neck.

      When he came to again, he lay in his bed at home in Schuyler, Cope gentling his hair.

      He had no idea how Hopeful Thrive managed to escape Denali. He begged Cope to tell him how many he lost. A few always died, especially on that final transport full to bursting. He worried about that crying baby.

      Cope refused to answer the question.
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      Abel Greer strode out his ramp. His was the second of three waves landing at Schuyler spaceport. He’d piloted the 800 passengers on Bold Thrive to Pono’s rings, then swapped with Judge to fly his own PO-3 Friendship Thrive as asteroid intervention, herding two transports to land here safely.

      What a circus.

      He spent the entire brutal summer on Denali, running the evacuation on that end. His image of the Mahina end came from Kassidy Yang’s rosy propaganda, lauding happy Mahinans welcoming grateful immigrants. His eyes narrowed on the reality, utter chaos in the billowing dust off the regolith, dyed curry gold by sunlight slanting into the hours-long sunset of Dusk.

      Might have been nice if his idiot twins came to welcome him home. No, that was unjust, he allowed. Now he’d landed, his wife Jules, head housekeeper of the fleet, reached the midpoint of her own hell-run. The team was exhausted from Ben’s breakdown adding a nerve-wracking extra seven hours to an already brutally long day. But now Jules had to herd 800 passengers off Bold Thrive, many of whom couldn’t walk under their own power, and into decontamination. Then the transport needed cleaning, a grisly job.

      He knew all that, in the abstract. But this was the first time he saw it and smelled it in person. And those open arms of welcome looked to be in perilously short supply.

      Several hundred lost Denali stumbled around the spaceport, having escaped the horrific conditions inside some transport or another – four of six transports had arrived so far. The last of them, plus Sass’s Thrive One, would land in a couple hours. Her partner Clay needed to escort the empty fuel tender Stalwart Thrive to mothball at Mahina Orbital, and transfer its crew. Then he’d land with the two least-crowded transports, a mere 1100 travel-worn newcomers.

      And park them where? Abel suddenly wondered. Lost immigrants meandered across the remaining hard-top. “Sass, got a second?” he asked over comms.

      “No,” Sass breathed in exhaustion. “What do you need?”

      “What’s the system here? All these people. Where is Clay supposed to land?”

      “Oh, hell. Um, Ben took care of that.”

      “Want to flip a coin?” Abel prompted sarcastically.

      “Great and minor gremlins, Abel. I had no idea how much crap Ben coordinated each time we flew into Mahina. Tarana’s going mental. Me too. The spaceport’s telling us we need to man the decontamination showers ourselves. We brought in 800 more people than usual, and there’s no housing for them. The hospitals are full. Schuyler City just demanded we take off again and grab icebergs, or they can’t provide water to the ships. We’re low on fuel. And Kassidy claims she can’t quash the story about Ben’s nervous breakdown. She demands immediate access to Ben to spin his side –”

      Abel interrupted. “You can’t let her do that. He’s not here, is he?”

      “No, of course not! I sent Cope and Ben home on a shuttle. I tried to get Cope to bring him to a hospital. But Cope wanted to wait for the drugs to wear off, and then talk to him first.”

      Abel sided with Cope on that score, emphatically. But no need to argue the point with Sass. “So who runs the Spaceways ground game on this end?”

      “Ben.”

      “And the fuel and water and…”

      “Ben.”

      Abel pinched the bridge of his nose. “Probably aided by the president, Cope.”

      “I can’t drag him away from Ben now.”

      “Sunset. Drinks. My ramp or yours?”

      “I –” Sass hesitated, then conceded, “A drink would be good.”

      “See you in a couple minutes. My place.”

      While he waited, Abel first dispatched one of his crewmen to set out picnic chairs, ice wand, and a bucket of beers. Then he reached out to the crews of several other ships to go find some orange cones or something, and start chasing immigrants out of the remaining landing pads. Mercifully, the weekday heat was abating. And in any case, Schuyler was way cooler than Waterfalls. The Denali could simply sit down and await…water. He reached Darren Markley, their top engineer on site at the moment, and asked him to figure out how to give these people a drink. That would help lure Denali out of the ship landing zone, and prevent them from wandering off into the city before decontamination. And why wouldn’t they? No one ever built a fence around the spaceport.

      That attended to, Abel sat in a newly erected lawn chair, and cracked open a beer. That first gulp tasted great. He sighed, and spotted Sass’s bright blond hair headed his way. I have time for one more comm call.

      “Kassidy, Abel. We need a welcoming committee at the spaceport.”

      She countered, “How long did you think I could keep that up? Four months, Abel. You’re old news, and worse. The settler on the street is starting to resent all these newcomers. Denali manners suck. They’re stronger, think they’re smarter than us, and there’s so damned many of them. And oh, good job, you brought in a bumper crop, and no water for them to drink. Ben snags an iceberg.”

      “I caught that part,” Abel agreed. “But I know this beautiful, brilliant lady who can perform public relations miracles. What was her name…”

      “Flattery will get you nowhere. I told Sass. I need to play the sympathy card with Ben. Our home-town hero, the boy from Poldark, fallen –”

      “He’s asleep, Kassidy. Drugged to the gills. You want to interview Cope? He’ll bite your head off.”

      Kassidy snorted amusement. “No. Fun to picture, though, Cope’s remarks to his homeworld. ‘You lazy stretch morons!’ Probably wouldn’t help. But you cheered me up. Hey, isn’t he president of Spaceways?”

      “Probably wouldn’t help,” Abel reinforced. “The guy’s mind is on his husband, Kassidy. Cut him a break.”

      Sass arrived and collapsed to a striped chair, with an oof and a sigh. She reached limply toward the beer bucket. Her hand fell a half meter short. Abel tossed a bottle to her, and put the conversation with Kassidy on speaker.

      Sass laughed and sprayed the beer foam at the spaceport dust. A hard-top surface lurked beneath all that dust, really. The ground crew even ran sweepers across the expanse once a week, or so they claimed. But aside from being preternaturally flat, the spaceport masqueraded as just another expanse of bare moon regolith.

      Abel concluded, “I have every confidence in your creativity, Kassidy. Hey, are you here filming? Drinks are on me. Ramp, Friendship Thrive. Sass just arrived. Come join us.”

      He disconnected, and noted that orange cones were now popping out across the dust scape. Slightly fewer dazed Denali stood where a giant transport was soon to descend to crush them like a bug. Good enough for now.

      No it wasn’t. He took another swig of beer, and pursed his lips.

      “You can’t blame him,” Sass attempted. “The evacuation has been grueling for all of us. Maximum effort to save maximum lives. Ben took on too much. He didn’t have time to develop a ground game here, and run the fleet, and find fuel and supplies, and fly his own missions.”

      “Not him I’m blaming,” Abel countered. “What exactly is a fleet captain supposed to do? Fly ships, ensure personnel are competent, train captains, coordinate schedules.”

      “Can’t fly without fuel,” Sass pointed out. “Our burn rate is stunning. Denali’s gravity well is voracious, and so’s the warp. I’m surprised there’s any fuel left in the Aloha system.”

      Abel checked that point on his comm. “Not sure there is.”

      “Yet he kept buying it,” Sass countered. “Somehow.”

      Abel checked the company finances next, and winced at the magnitude of their credit extension. “I had no idea. But no. It’s Cope I want to strangle.”

      “Cope?”

      “The President of Thrive Spaceways. John Copeland. Yes, Cope. Who let his husband work himself into a nervous breakdown instead of carrying his weight. If he’s kicking himself at Ben’s bedside, good!  He deserves it! Sass, we nearly lost Ben, Hopeful Thrive, and a thousand Denali souls today.”

      “You think I don’t know that!? I was there, Abel, just like you!”

      He raised a placating hand. “Not my point. It’s a rego miracle we managed to save all of them. And you’re to thank for that.”

      “And you,” Sass assured him. “And Cope, too. We did fantastic work today. It’s a miracle we saved Hopeful.”

      “Yeah.” He licked his lip, and pointed at the dazed herd still drifting where Clay needed to park Thrive One. “I think it’s time to shut this party down. The evacuation.”

      Sass took a long pull on her beer. “This is your first time on the Schuyler end, Abel. It’s always a circus. And we carried four and a half thousand this time, the most ever. It’ll take a little longer than usual to process them all through.” Her jaw skewed sideways, though.

      “It’s going to be a disaster today,” Abel differed. “Extra hours in processing on the spaceport, equals higher death rates. Plus a public relations nightmare over Ben’s near-fatal breakdown. Schuyler city services are a complete no-show. And from what Kassidy’s telling me, we’re losing the public will to accept more immigrants.”

      Sass dropped her head and toyed with her beer label. “We’re only halfway there. Forty thousand Denali left to go?”

      “I’m aware of that,” Abel replied, voice controlled to a growl. “I ran the Denali end. Remember?”

      “And you did an awesome job,” Sass agreed faintly.

      “It’s autumn in Waterfalls,” Abel reminded her. “They can hang on through the winter. And all these immigrants need to eat. I say we shut down the evacuation for a while, give everyone a long rest. Let the Denali plant their winter harvest. While we solve the Mahina ground game. Now, are you up for icebergs today? Or me?”

      “Well, one of us needs to deal with this.” Sass’s limp wave encompassed the dusty spaceport. “On second thought, we’re not doing much good here, are we?”

      “We’re having a beer,” Abel pointed out. “I’m exhausted. You’re exhausted. It’s sunset. Close enough.” It was still an hour shy of the official happy hour. But a good businessman lubricated a tough discussion no matter the day or hour. “Have you spoken to Hunter Burke?”

      Clay’s son was their usual fallback on negotiations with the Mahina government, such as it was. Mahina starved its public authorities for tax income, and the assorted petty fiefdoms that resulted rarely cooperated with each other. But the world sure needed them now. Like the creche mess all over again.

      “Hunter isn’t returning my calls,” Sass admitted. “But I thought, you’re the business guy. You’d arrive and get this show ship-shape. Right?”

      “Wrong,” Abel told her. “Business, yes. Sass, ain’t nothing business about this crazy operation. Not a cent of profit to be found. We can’t even…” He glanced guiltily over his shoulder, and lowered his voice. “We can’t make payroll. And our people deserve beer money!”

      “I’ll pitch in –”

      “You’ve paid. I’ve paid. It ends now. Sass, you know me. I got no use for big government. But this operation is crying out for rego public funding and bureaucracy. We can’t just dump sick refugees on the regolith and call them ‘saved.’ Social services need to step up. Yeah, the Denali evacuation is now officially on hold. Thrive Spaceways is on vacation. Until we get our act together.”

      Sass blinked dolefully at the scene. “Does it really look that bad to you? Like we’ve done such a lousy job on this end? There really were cheering crowds, Abel. At first.”

      “Yep. And then it got hard. Always does.” He took another swig. “I’ll grab the icebergs. Jules isn’t free for another 48 hours or so anyway. Is she.”

      “No,” Sass agreed. “I’ll grab some ice, too. Once Clay lands. I don’t even know where to put it.”

      “Because Ben managed all that. Personally. On behalf of an entire world.” She shot him a glower, but Abel held up a peaceable hand. “I’m kicking myself, Sass, not him. I thought Cope solved this by hiring Tarana to help Ben. Bet Cope thought so, too! Problem is, Ben’s too damned good at what he does. We didn’t realize how much was on his plate.” He pinched thumb and forefinger together. “So we came this close to losing him. With a thousand innocent bystanders. And a ship. That’s unacceptable.”

      “Do you have authority to shut down the evacuation?”

      “Temporary hold. Yes. I can do that. And I have. Understood, captain?”

      She considered for a moment, fatigue slowing her mental gears. “Agreed. We could use a break.”

      “I’ll inform Cope,” Abel assured her. “And Denali. And the Mahina authorities if I can collar one to notify. I’m not asking, I’m telling. Ah, here’s our official mouthpiece now.” He pointed out Kassidy’s long black curls, bouncing toward them at a trot. “She’ll make it sound good. God knows how. But she always does.”
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      Official sunset happy hour was long gone when chief engineer Remi Roy reached a bar in Saggytown. He hated the derogatory nickname for the Sagamore expatriate district in Schuyler. But it offered a touch of home.

      Remi had overcome his agoraphobia by now, that terror of the dome-bred when crossing the vast open spaces of the city’s spaceport and plazas. Though somehow he never adjusted to the colors of Mahina. Just after sunset, the city glowed an unnerving olive, as heat beat up in waves from the pavement and ruffled the tiger stripes on the immense half-Pono dominating the sky.

      He swung into his favorite joint, the only one that catered to his class of Saggy. Sort of.  His adoptive caste anyway – like the pirate Pierre Lavelle, Remi was born an aristocrat. Which wasn’t nearly as impressive as it sounded. His elder brother inherited the family dome, and then lost it. As a younger son, the engineer never had prospects beyond a good education and a genteel descent into the middle class.

      He’d blown even that chance by joining the revolution. So he joined the middle class on Hell’s Bells instead of Sagamore. Then he pared a decade off his personal timeline to accompany Sass Collier to Sanctuary. By now he didn’t fit anywhere.

      But hey, at least they spoke his native tongue here. He ordered a beer and begged the bartender to converse with him for a few minutes, remind him what French sounded like. Laughing, the keep welcomed him home to Sagamore in exile. He claimed the rice and tilapia were delicious today, and the news a clown show. Was Remi in that mess with Thrive Spaceways?

      He hadn’t thought to catch the news. He brought his beer to an open table behind the clutch of people gazing at a wall-sized display. A news reporter lady, not their friendly Kassidy Yang, stood in the middle of the spaceport.

      “Over forty-five hundred more Denali refugees arrived today. Where is Thrive Spaceways? Where are the authorities? Who’s taking responsibility for this? The Schuyler reservoir is so low, the power authority warns of brownouts by Monday –”

      Remi blinked. No, that made sense. He kept forgetting this city used its reservoir as a battery for renewable power. All 3.5 sunny days, plus the erratic contribution of windmills, they pumped water to the high reservoir. Then they poured it over generator turbines to power the city over the 3.5 ‘day’ night. The first two days of that were weekend, Saturday and Glow. But the factories wanted power again by Monday.

      “– Captain Ben Acosta had a sudden nervous breakdown in the middle of takeoff from Denali. His ship carried a thousand immigrants. And no copilot.” The woman skewered the audience with an accusing look.

      “Imbecile!” cried a man in front of Remi.

      “Watch it,” Remi growled in French. “She doesn’t say what an incredible job we did, saving those people! You think it’s easy? Ben had just squirted out between two hurricanes, ten thousand meters above an ocean, halfway up, no way to land, no way to make orbit, blacking out. We were heroes, the ones who talked him through and saved that ship!”

      One of the guys, Carver Cartwright, reached up and switched off the sound, letting the others read the English subtitles if they felt like it. “Look who it is! Le Roy! You were in this merde show?”

      “Yeah, just landed. Hell of a trip.”

      “Drinks on me,” Carver told him. “For all of you worthy gentlemen! Garçon!” He turned back and clapped Remi on the shoulder with a smile. “Hero! Thirsty work!” Carver was an anglophone, of course – half of Sagamore spoke English as a first language. But nearly everyone was bilingual. Sag etiquette called for each man to speak his own fluency and trust the other to understand him.

      “Damn straight,” Remi agreed in French. Francophones were less polite, the aristocrats downright rude. But Hell’s Bells pounded the engineer’s mouth cleaner. He shook his head in dismay. “Are we really so unpopular here? Spaceways and the evacuation?”

      Carver shrugged. A new-made man, he arrived on Hell’s Bells and continued to Mahina during Remi’s lost decade. The engineer vaguely recalled he was in shipping too, finished goods for small operators. Of their class, there were about 700 Sag on Mahina, with their families. Plus over 4,000 freed paddy slaves who served them here in Saggytown, of course. Carver was an odd duck. Word was that his whole paddy slave troupe remained intact. When Lavelle came to liberate his little dome, Carver insisted he had no future except with his slaves, and chose ‘liberation’ right along with them. He married one, and had some young children here in the Saggytown mini-creche.

      Remi’s jaw clenched at the thought. Someday, he’d have to figure out how to do that, acquire a wife and kids.

      Carver answered the question forthrightly. “We have fifteen thousand Sag here now. Congratulations, Spaceways, the Denali now outnumber us!” He clinked his bottle to Remi’s. “Not entirely popular with the Sag, no. Pushy folk, Denali.”

      Remi barked a laugh. “Try working with them! Arrogant as hell.”

      Carver smiled. He did that a lot, a smooth talker, no surprise he’d landed on his feet, possibly the wealthiest man in Saggytown. “Kassidy Yang broadcast a while ago to give Spaceways’ side of the story. Deeply impressed. Still, the fact remains. We have thousands of undereducated paddies.” Their kind took for granted that the freed slaves were their natural childlike charges forever. “And the Mahinans have their unfortunate stretches. And now Spaceways dumps tens of thousands of smart, strong-as-an-ox, skilled, educated, pushy workers into the mix. You can see how that leaves us Sag wondering how to protect our people.”

      “Protect them? From what?” Remi leaned forward on his elbows. “Do the pushy baldies want to steal the phosphate mine tunnels from our paddies? I don’t think so! Denali worship natural beauty.”

      As an ex-mine engineer, Remi appreciated the rough-hewn charm of the spent mine tunnels the paddies claimed for their farms. But the hairless Denali wouldn’t be caught dead there. Well, the Denali city of Hermitage was mostly carved into a mountain. Judging from Quire, the Denali gardener Ben kept on staff, Hermits were gonzo for beauty as well. But the Hermits insisted they would stay and die on their world.

      They wouldn’t die fast. Underground and at high altitude, Hermitage wasn’t hurting as much from the Denali warming trend. Yet. Nor were they willing to expand and take in their unfortunate neighbors from broiling Waterfalls and roasting Denali Prime.

      Carver confided, “You’ve noticed a certain…casual approach to government on Mahina?”

      “What government?” Remi agreed. “Didn’t you create your own creche for Saggytown?”

      “That was a choice,” Carver explained. “We could send our children to the Mahina pre-schools. But our standards are so different. My eldest, he started this year at the Mahina school. Six years old, of course he’s already mastered reading, writing, and arithmetic, fluent in French and English. They skipped him straight to third grade.” He shook his head in dismay at Schuyler’s educational standards.

      “But about you! Are you still enjoying Spaceways? Or do you miss your own people?”

      “Little of both,” Remi confided. “Wouldn’t mind a little female companionship. Apparently the evacuation’s been called off. Unexpected R&R.”

      “How nice! How long?”

      “No idea. Haven’t been paid, either. This hero business is overrated.”

      Carver laughed out loud. “I can always use talent if you get tired of the stretches.”

      “Doing what? I’m a space engineer.”

      “Business is good. I’d like to expand. I don’t know about buying a ship. That seems like overkill. I just want to hire more shipping. Predictable, reliable freight, once a month between here and HB. Is that so much to ask? But at times I could use a consulting engineer. Clients wish to ship the damnedest things.”

      “Anytime I’m in port,” Remi agreed. “Happy to. Need to earn money to pay the girls, yes?”

      “My treat. You deserve a hero’s welcome home! Ah, it’s late and you’re tired! Shall we visit my compound now?”

      Remi happily decamped with him, exiting into the unnerving olive twilight. Carver led confidently through the charmingly haphazard warren of Saggytown. Ruled by dire superstition, the paddies erected their fanciful little foamcrete huts to face in odd directions instead of toeing the line of a street. This formed accidental alleys that surprisingly widened into pocket parks, and odd corners graced by tiny shrines, and an air-scrubber poisonous fruit tree installed in mid-intersection. No vehicle bigger than a balloon-tired motorbike could possibly navigate the district. Averse to taxation, under the vast glowing orb of Pono above, the scruffy boomtown of Schuyler supplied little outdoor lighting on the weekend murk. And most locals slept behind blackout curtains, a necessity during the hot bright half of the week. Remi walked close against Carver’s shoulder through the maze.

      “Rich Saggies!” someone hissed out of a black corner. That accent was pure Mahina stretch. Carver paused, seizing Remi’s arm.

      A clink sounded behind them to the left – their current position was a three-way intersection of alleys. Remi hadn’t heard anything yet from behind and right. He lightly tugged Carver thataway, but the other man pulled him back. Sure enough, footsteps approached from the third alley. Remi sighed.

      “I’m a paid client of Josiah,” Carver called out. “You don’t want an argument with Josiah. Do you?”

      Remi knew Josiah in passing, king of the Schuyler underworld, and a personal friend of John Copeland, president of Spaceways. Apparently Josiah served as Cope’s mentor as a wayward teen. One of many things which made Remi go ‘hmm’ regarding his employers. Though Abel and Ben seemed fairly upstanding, law-abiding folk. Correction, Abel. Ben was a creature of the Rings. Tough to be law-abiding where no law applied.

      “And what’s he?” demanded the man behind to the right. Dammit, a Denali. Remi started to sweat. “He’s Thrive crew! That just abandoned the evacuation of my people!”

      “Oh, dear,” Carver breathed.

      “I’m confused,” Remi called out. “Are you gentlemen together?”

      “No!” replied the Denali. “But no need to argue. The morons want the rich Sag. We want the Thrive traitor. We call dibs!”

      “Uh, sounds fair,” agreed the stretch ahead of them uneasily. He’d now stepped out of the inky shadows. And he was indeed a stretch, looming nearly three meters tall across their path. “Ain’t you worried about Josiah?”

      The Denali scoffed. “Why would I be? Just one more stupid stretch like you!” Suddenly a hunter dodged past Remi, shoving him into Carver. He dove feet first into the towering stretch, hitting him at full momentum in the chest, felling him like a tree.

      Carver had enough. He pulled out a flare gun and shot it straight up, bathing the scene in eye-searing lurid red. Remi wheeled to eyeball what lurked behind them. Only one Mahinan stretch hulked to his previous left. But three Denali hung back in group two. Born and raised in 1.1 g gravity, these guys were solid muscle.

      Trained by Thrive service, Remi immediately grabbed Carver and cut in his grav generator. “Jump!” With a good push-off, they sailed over the head of the rear Mahina goon, and did a bank-shot off a high wall onto another paddy’s flat roof, tripping into the inevitable lawn furniture.

      One nice thing about fighting Denali hunters – they didn’t know grav generators. Below, running footfalls approached, Josiah’s rent-a-cops to the rescue. The Denali crew, bereft of their chance to bloody Remi, set into the stretch goons instead. But screeching imprecations, a little paddy grandma emerged from the one-story house the pair stood on, waving a steel skillet.

      Who cooks with those anymore, mon chere?

      “Your pardon, madame!” Carver cried in French. “We hide but a moment from ruffians below! Remi, get us off her roof, please.”

      “Gladly.” He grabbed Carver around the waist and launched again to the next roof. He thought that was their direction of travel, anyway. But Carver pointed across the…street, courtyard, whatever, and Remi launched them again, sailing in slow motion. He didn’t quite make it across. They bounced off the wall and down among a rat’s nest of laundry clotheslines.

      Remi reset his grav to 0.9 g, favored by Hell’s Bells and Sagamore alike. Holding Carver’s forearm, he led through the linens at a jog, groping his way toward open pavement.

      They stood and looked around. The sounds of fighting had vanished, and so too the flare light, fallen into a different light-well. Carver admitted, “I’m lost.”

      “Hm.” Remi drew his comm and brought up a map, rotating the device to match the angles of arbitrary walls. He showed it to Carver.

      “Ah, this way!” He strode off in confidence again. “Sorry about that.”

      “The Josiah goons, they’re quite prompt,” Remi admired. “My apologies. You had all under control.”

      “Not at all! I must learn these gravity tricks. Please spend the night, and teach me tomorrow!”

      “But of course!” Remi passed a sudden narrow bit, and a generous courtyard spread before them. This one featured a mansion in pride of place, Carver’s house. “Is this trouble typical?”

      “Yes, stretches resent these new people. But our little paddies are easier to pick on than Denali. A hunter can beat a Mahina stretch into a pretzel. But a paddy? Easy prey. The Denali, well, that seemed personal.”

      “That’s just not right,” Remi commiserated. “Where are the police?”

      “What police? What government? Paying Josiah is cheaper than buying off the sheriff directly. No, my friend, Mahina is not ready for this influx. Schuyler has become a dangerous town. Promise me, you won’t walk back to the spaceport alone. But we Sag, we take care of our own.”

      Remi purred, “But of course. Thank you, my friend. And I will treat your girls kindly.”

      “Of course! Say nothing of it. We are friends.”

      Carver’s house proved lovely, heavy with rich textiles in the Sagamore style, with devoted servants aplenty, though his home was smaller than the airy ‘Thrive mansion.’ His wife and children had gone to bed long since. But after another fortifying drink – a fine vintage – a couple cheerful paddy girls led Remi to a comfortable guest room. They expected to entertain him as a duo, but bore no ill will when he sent one away. Perhaps he’d try her tomorrow. But for now the saucier little darling bathed his feet, then danced him a strip-tease for one.

      Ah! It wasn’t home, for Remi had none, and hadn’t for decades. Hell’s Bells in his era housed almost entirely men, stinking of sweaty feet and invariably stoned on their off hours. If anything, the monastic student dorms on Sagamore Orbital partied even harder. As for Roy Dome, the spare aristocrat couldn’t wait to escape from under his father’s thumb.

      No, Carver’s guest room was a far more comfortable and charming rendition of Sagamore taste, and the girl so very well-appointed and accommodating. For Remi Roy, this was as close to homecoming as it got.
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      Devoted husband that he was, Cope settled uncomfortably on the armchair next to the couch, facing off against the psychiatrist. With the long couch offering many seating options, Ben elected to sit right next to him, dusty boots on the upholstery.

      Cope expected to wait in the reception area and get some work done. Not that he particularly relished the chance to triage email from the legions of Spaceways’ angry creditors and irate employees. But Ben made clear this outing was Cope’s idea, not his, and he wasn’t walking through that door alone. I’m not crazy! I don’t need a shrink! And if I need to go in there, you’re damned well going to suffer alongside me!

      “Doctor,” Cope greeted the urb with a wary nod. “Kind of you to see us on such short notice.” The guy looked 25 and perfectly fit, as did every other urb from the elite city of Mahina Actual. His credentials suggested he was actually in his fifties, and not especially successful in his profession, or he wouldn’t set out his shingle here in Schuyler, the settler bastion.

      Nor was it generous of him to see Ben today. His receptionist made clear that an immediate visit would cost 100% extra. For a mere 50% extra, she might be able to squeeze him in sometime next month. At Dr. Wankler’s base fee, Denali would freeze over first. The secretary didn’t schedule more than a year in advance. ‘And so much trauma among the immigrants, you understand.’

      Cope understood fine. Though he wondered how much of Dr. Wankler’s fees the chick out front skimmed off the top. But that was business, Schuyler-style.

      Wankler smiled a wintry grimace at Cope, probably intended as friendly. “You are Ben Acosta?”

      “I am Captain Benjamin Acosta,” Cope’s beloved growled. “And I don’t need to be here.”

      “I see. Although I’m not quite sure why both of you are in the room?”

      Ben glared at the man. Cope reflected that he’d probably get hit if he spoke for his husband again.

      “Well, perhaps, Ben – may I call you Ben?”

      “I prefer captain.”

      “Very well, let’s keep it professional.” The shrink’s smile reminded Cope of a painful bowel movement. “Have you visited a psychiatrist before? Your counseling history form is blank.”

      “No.”

      “Not even a school counselor?”

      “No.”

      Cope offered, “I don’t think Poldark had –”

      “Shut up, Cope,” Ben invited.

      Wankler’s eye twitched as though wincing. “Ah, you’re from Poldark. Did you move to the city for wider career prospects?”

      “Perhaps you’ve seen me on the news, doctor,” Ben replied icily. “I’m world-famous for my inconvenient nervous breakdown, endangering the lives of a thousand helpless immigrants over the Denali equator. Lead captain of Thrive Spaceways. He’s the president. My husband.” His tone suggested that last point remained negotiable.

      “I don’t follow the news. Why don’t you tell me what happened?”

      Ben’s face took on a bitter rictus. “I took off from Waterfalls. I fought the ship through a storm. I freaked out halfway up Denali’s atmosphere. I don’t remember much after that.”

      “How long have you flown a spaceship?”

      “Half my life. Two decades. I’m the best pilot in – anywhere, so far as I know. And I’ve visited four star systems.”

      “And you’ve done this takeoff before, I trust. What was different this time, captain?”

      “Not a rego thing.”

      “Hm. Thrive Spaceways so far has transferred, what, thirty thousand Denali refugees? In two months? Eight round trips, and you led this effort?” Cope’s eye narrowed at the doctor, not nearly as uninformed as he claimed. “How do you feel about that?”

      “I – Dammit.” Ben’s eye leaked a tear again, the muscles around his mouth set in bitter ridges. “Proud. Exhausted. Overwhelmed. Humiliated.” Cope reached for his hand.

      “I see. Those are very different feelings, aren’t they? Let’s try to tease them apart, shall we? A moment.” His secretary opened the door and conveyed a nonverbal message to check something on his lap tablet. He stilled, taking in the information blank of face. But then he looked to Ben to respond to the question. “What makes you proud?”

      “I saved half of Denali. Well, half of who wanted to leave, anyway, almost. And my team – our team. Not me personally.”

      “You’re very precise. And remarkably well-educated for your generation.”

      “Yes. We both are.”

      The flick of a smile betrayed some humor that time. “You’re not willing to take credit or blame for this alone. Yet sometimes it must feel as though you’re carrying all these refugees personally, you alone. How many lives is that, captain?”

      Ben’s eyes bugged out. He shifted back in the cushions. He uncrossed and recrossed his legs, then dropped both heels to the floor and hunkered forward onto them. “Seventy thousand lives. Forty thousand to go.” He dropped his head to his arms and blew out.

      “That makes you anxious, doesn’t it?”

      Ben exploded out of his seat. “Of course it makes me rego anxious! And I can’t do it!” His voice rose to a full-out yell. “No more fuel! No ground support on Mahina! And you, you useless yutz!” Cope sank lower in his chair as the onslaught targeted him. “Why am I handling the ground game? Why am I begging for fuel, from people I can’t pay? Why am I the one telling my crews I CANNOT PAY THEM! Again, dammit!”

      “Mm, so captain, do you perceive this as a marital problem? Or perhaps exhaustion?”

      Ben slammed his hands down, one after the other, on the arms of Wankler’s chair. He stuck his face within inches of the man’s. “You tell me, doctor! Could it be that I’m a little STRESSED OUT?” He shoved off with enough force to rock the chair back, yet not quite dump the shrink on his head.

      “Buddy, maybe you should sit,” Cope suggested.

      Ben copped a pose, fist on hip, then toppled backward onto the couch, which creaked alarmingly but did not break.

      During their divorced years, Cope had observed that Ben developed an uncanny precision with tossing furniture and punching bulkheads. He seemed to know exactly how much force to almost but not quite break a wide variety of objects. Cope suspected his then-ex imagined his face on all of them.

      “I love my husband,” Cope told the doctor quietly. “But running a failing company together…complicates stuff.”

      “Thrive Spaceways is ‘failing’? What do you mean by that?”

      “Reference my prior remarks,” Ben stated. His dusty heels probed the upholstery. “No fuel. No money. Forty thousand too-warm bodies left to go.”

      “Do you feel…appreciated?”

      “No!” Ben rocketed off the couch again to stomp across the narrow confines of the room – three steps forward, slap the wall. Whirl and repeat.

      “Captain Acosta, I believe your blood pressure is growing alarmingly high. Is your heart pounding? Palms sweating?”

      “YES!”

      “Feel as though it’s hard to breathe?”

      “YES!”

      “Did you feel like this, halfway up the Denali atmosphere the other day?”

      “YES!” Ben dropped to the couch again and scrubbed his hands dry on his pants legs. “Oh. This is a panic attack?”

      “Yes. I’m guessing you don’t ordinarily suffer a panic attack on liftoff from a planet.”

      “Hell, no. I love flying a ship. The crazier it gets, the…”

      “The what, captain?”

      Ben swallowed. “It just all blanked out. I can handle any emergency. Hell, you should have seen me in the warp gateway trials. And coming back from Cantons! Nearly swam on Pono that time.”

      Cope murmured, “You told me it wasn’t bad double-warping from Cantons.”

      “So? I lied. Who cares? I can handle it. But on Denali, I was still stunned from getting shocked. All my instruments died. There wasn’t a damned thing I could do. We’d crash into the ocean, and I’d kill a thousand passengers like that!” He snapped his fingers. “Ow. And my fingers are still burned.”

      Cope seized his fingers. “Electrocuted?” Damn, his fingers did show a bad electrical burn. The space engineering couple were connoisseurs. They’d zapped themselves and each other many a time.

      Ben ripped his hand out of his husband’s grasp and back-slapped him away. “Yeah. Couldn’t turn to dodge a hurricane. Full up, those transports maneuver like a bathtub in lard. So I clipped the thunderheads. Two simultaneous lightning bolts. They arced through the ESD, then forked together. Like I was trapped in a chicken coop of electricity. Whole bridge shorted out and rebooted. Completely powerless.” He stared at his hands, breathing shakily, powerless at that moment.

      “Buddy?” Cope dared. “How long has it taken those hands to heal?”

      “It’s been four days. You know that.” Then Ben winced his eyes shut in realization. “So where the hell are my nanites?”

      “Sounds like you fried ’em.”

      Wankler, understandably hesitant based on Ben’s recent demonstrations, suggested, “Have you experienced panic attacks before, since your Yang-Yang nanites were installed?”

      “Sure,” Ben replied, with a quick chuckle. “I mean, it’s my lifestyle. Or…no. I mean, they cut in pretty quick to…” Apparently some neurons connected. “They moderate my hormone levels, don’t they! Adrenaline response!”

      “Yes,” Wankler said simply.

      Cope felt vast relief. Ben didn’t.

      “Wait. That was the real me?” Ben’s expression looked horrified. “There’s been some nanite-controlled fake me handling the pressure all this time? I was never brave?”

      Wankler tilted his head. “You tell me.”

      Cope stood abruptly. “Thank you for your time, doctor. But we’re in the wrong place.”

      “You really didn’t like that question, Mr. Copeland,” the shrink observed.

      “No, and I really don’t like shrinks. And before you ask, no, you’re not my first. Buddy, you don’t need a shrink, you need fresh nanites.” He pulled Ben up, who seemed perfectly eager to escape.

      Wankler pressed, “We still have some time. Captain, how do you feel about your emotions being nanite-moderated?”

      Ben stopped dead, slipping out of Cope’s grasp again to stand staring at the doctor. Slowly, reluctantly, he admitted, “I wasn’t all that brave. I thought I just grew up. Gained confidence.”

      “And maybe you’ve been having a panic attack all along. Many enjoy an ‘adrenaline rush.’ Now, I wouldn’t suggest anyone disable their Yang-Yangs. But now this has happened, perhaps you should explore it. Experience the emotions you’ve been suppressing for years.”

      Cope clarified, “We won’t pay you for another visit, doc. Let’s go, Ben.”

      “Best of luck,” said the doctor. “And captain. It isn’t quite true, you know, that you aren’t appreciated. Impressed as hell. Well done.”

      “Thank you,” Ben breathed. He dipped his head in salute, then ducked below Cope’s arm as he held open the door.

      “He was electrocuted,” Cope reminded the doctor. “His nanites fried. Knocked his brain offline, too.”

      “Yes. That happened,” Wankler agreed. “But there are other issues.”

      Ben turned to face the doctor warily.

      Cope planted a hand on his sternum and shoved him further out the door. “Nothing a little time and love can’t cure. And nanites!” Cope shut the door behind them. Ben’s uneasy gaze on the door made him nervous. “You’re brave, Ben.”

      “I’m brave but I’m crying all the time. I love you but I want to throttle you. I want to save all of Denali, but only if I can do it hiding in our bedroom, and not have to face anyone again, I’m so ashamed of myself. And I’m a frill.”

      “You really aren’t that frilly.”

      “But what if I am?” He met his gaze squarely, with vulnerable eyes, worried.

      Cope sighed. Ben’s ‘frill’ fixation was one of those no-win marital traps, like ‘does this make me look fat?’ “Hey, buddy. Take it to your limit. Doll yourself up, frilly as you please. Find out.” He couldn’t help wincing a little saying it. He caught the greedy receptionist’s eyes on him, drinking up their excruciating little drama.

      He pushed through the next door, out onto the thronged Schuyler street. Not much better for this conversation. “Get Frazzie to help you. You two love doing girl stuff together.”

      After a ‘date’ with their daughter, Ben was likely to return bedazzled in pink and purple, with plucked eyebrows and ridiculous chandeliers dangling from his ears. Frazzie delighted in making a fool of him, the little vixen.

      “I’m a space captain. The lead space captain in Aloha. I was.” Ben looked near tears again. The faucet had been running hot and cold for days. “I can’t go out on a date with you looking like a moron. And I’m all over the news now. I can’t –”

      “Shh, it’s OK. A romantic dinner at home. Just the two of us. Candles. Whatever take-out food you want. And I promise not to peek before supper.”

      Easy promise. Cope married a man, and couldn’t imagine a bigger turn-off than the gorgeously buffed Ben showing up in drag. But whatever he needed to do…once.

      “It’s him!” screamed a Denali hunter, pointing his whole arm and half his body. “The guy on the news! Acosta!” Four of his spark-plug-physique buddies coalesced around him, blocking the sidewalk and sneering at Ben.

      Cope looked to his ‘frill’ uneasily.

      But Ben stilled. His fingertips met in the little Denali prayer gesture toward his accuser. He cocked his head and added a little Italian gesture of his own. “Vuffanculo, you rego yutz! Wanna dance?” He dropped into a fighting crouch.

      Cope chuckled at the inherent contradiction that was his husband, moods racing across him like ripples on the reservoir. He researched that time-honored Italian saying, pronounced ‘buff-on-ghoul.’ In order to apply it correctly! He claimed it was a contracted phrase that meant, ‘Go do it in an ass!’

      Cope dropped to a crouch beside Ben, and wiggled his fingers. Come get some! They’d had a crappy week. And here, volunteers to blow off steam!

      He loved his hometown. And it got better all the time!
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      Ben leafed through a rack of dresses in bemusement. His 16-year-old daughter Frazzie brought him here to the Schuyler open-air bazaar, ecstatic with the ‘dress daddy as a frill’ assignment. He drew out a hanger in horrified fascination, a mini-dress in overlapping gold fish-scales. The neckline plunged to the navel, leaving the shoulders bare.

      Frazz giggled and cozied up to him, admiring the monstrosity. She, thank God, was wearing nothing of the kind. He caught her after work, in her uniform cargo pants and T-shirt proclaiming Sin City Hardware. Her high school gave students the option of half days or alternate days for classes. Her job didn’t care, so she preferred full days. She had an hour’s commute round trip to Waterfell, a new Denali shantytown where the chain store did a land office business.

      “You realize this is a whore’s dress, right?” Ben confirmed uneasily.

      “Sex worker, Daddy,” she corrected primly. “Only old stretches call them whores. It’s demeaning. Are you going to try it on?” The devilish gleam in sunlit hazel eyes suggested she knew full well how it would fit.

      That hemline would barely reach his thighs. “Not my color,” Ben claimed repressively, and shot the dress back into the rack.

      “What is your color, Daddy? Purple? Sexy red?”

      “Olive drab. Navy blue. Mahina mushroom, like everyone else.”

      “No, your frilly you! What do you yearn to wear?”

      He clicked through a few more hangers to another stunning monstrosity, an antebellum hooped gown, tiers of frothy lace in pink and white. “Not that.”

      “No, your eye catches on what appeals to you.”

      Ben steered her by the elbow toward the sari shop next door. “How’s work?”

      “Busy! I’m teaching newcomers to program the foamcrete extruders and ground staplers we rent. But they can’t afford it. I feel bad for them. They don’t even have sanitation out there.”

      “They use the ground?” Ben clarified in alarm.

      “No, they dig pits. But I try to talk them into buying san units. Twenty people could share. But they can’t afford it. So they’re wasting all our water, and everyone’s mad because the reservoir’s falling. And one atmo drop, and they’ll all die. And they’re angry, and the locals are angry.”

      “They’re not mad at you, baby.” Ben held up a sari in purple and metallic gold, and correctly surmised it would make his olive complexion look jaundiced.

      “I got mugged three times just going to work,” Fraz complained. “Try hot pink.” She draped the swirly fabric across his chest, and giggled. “It’s hideous!”

      Ben pursed his lips and held her eye. “Mugged? Did they hurt you?”

      His daughter folded the garish sari and returned it to the stack. “Dad taught me to defend myself.” She meant Cope. “Actually, Dad told me to hand everything over, because grown men always out mass me. I only carry my name badge anymore. Got tired of replacing my transit pass. But Nico got the AI working real good now –”

      “Working really well,” Ben corrected automatically.

      “Fine. Facial recognition. Now he’s fixing it so stolen passes don’t work, and flag the perp for the cops. The cops don’t come, though.”

      The 21-year-old Nico was Ben’s adopted son, Frazzie’s half-brother on Cope’s side.

      He rummaged a stack of folded blues and purples. “Would you feel safer at the house? I know you love your flop, but –”

      “Dad, I’m fine! And Dad promised to help redo my kitchenette. While you’re not working.” She held out a Mahina-colored sari, spotted paisley swirls of wheat and tan. “Did you make an appointment yet to replace your nanites?”

      “Not yet. Soon.” He frowned at the sari material, the first dress he’d seen that wasn’t violently objectionable. He draped it over a shoulder and peered at himself in a standing mirror. The colors looked inoffensive. “We went to the doc-in-a-box after a street scuffle. Dad’s Yang-Yangs healed his split lip, but I used the auto-doc.”

      He rubbed his fingers together. He’d been stuck in that auto-doc for hours. Nerve damage to fingertips from Denali.

      “Take care of yourself, Daddy,” Fraz pleaded. “Get the nanites for me. Promise?” She bent sideways to beam up at him and batted her eyelashes, wheedling him as of old.

      “I’m figuring something out,” he claimed. “Soon. I will. Don’t bug me.”

      “I don’t get it,” she complained. “But fine. Hey, now you and Dad are home, will you finally level with him about Ari?”

      He glanced at her sharply, and decided he could at least try on the bland sari. He hadn’t considered opening that can of worms. Ari, short for Aristotle, was their son Socrates’ Denali twin. Cope still didn’t know the Denali had created him. And now the kid lived here, rooming with Sock at Mahina University. Apparently there was a boy mix of Ben and Teke, too, given life without his consent.

      The physicist Teke’s consent was implicit – Denali didn’t consider genetics a personal possession. More like cards dealt to them. If they played their hand well, contributed to the community, their genes were incorporated into the next generation. The greatest physicist in Aloha history, Teke probably had a half dozen Denali offspring, and no shortage of children on Mahina, either.

      Genetically, Ben had the two, Frazzie and an unknown son. Bald. The Denali kids got a standard genetic adaptation package against the planet’s brutal heat. He gazed into the mirror, trying to imagine his features mingled with Teke’s, with no eyebrows. He was glad they considered eyelashes important for eye protection. No eyelashes would look weird.

      Having a son I’ve never known is weird. He’d only learned of the child during the evacuation, from Frazzie. He was upset, snarky with people for days. But he’d been far too busy to face the matter. And Cope was with him, and he longed to talk with him about it, but determined not to.

      “So you’ll keep lying to Dad,” Fraz concluded, with theatrical sigh. “My brother’s name is Texan. I like him.”

      “What’s he like?”

      “He’s twelve, smart. Outgoing, but he says the MA kids don’t like him. He didn’t skip a bazillion grades like the philosophers –”

      “Socrates and Aristotle?”

      She rolled her eyes. Obvious, Dad. “He’s like me, normal instead of brilliant like Nico and Sock. Looks more like Teke than you.” She showed him a selfie posed with a shorter boy, hamming it up at a cafe on the bricked plaza in Mahina Actual.

      They share the same smile. “Fraz, I want to know him. Texan. I like the name. We can’t decide for Cope, though.”

      “Dad, he knows Ari. We’re lying to him.”

      “Got it,” Ben agreed. He drank in the picture of the boy a moment more. Texan. Bereft of the drama and trauma of parenting, he didn’t know how to feel. By Denali custom, the boy would have been offered the option to learn about his parents at age 17, five years from now. Whether to connect was the child’s call, not the parents.

      He rubbed his face. I should talk to Teke. He dropped his hand. No, I should talk to Cope.

      A crystal clear realization struck him. If what he needed was R&R, Mahina was the last place he should be. Here lay the tottering pile of unsolvable problems with the Denali evacuation, the mountain of debt that was his company, and then the home front. Family wasn’t solvable, and Mahina’s patchwork government even less so.

      Fraz added another dress to his pile. “Try them on!”

      He didn’t see a quicker way out of this. He took the dresses into the small changing tent, with a full-length mirror and a spotlight rigged like a shower head above. The mushroom-swirl sari seemed the least frightening prospect.

      The colors were flattering. He looked like himself, a well-buffed guy in a pretty toga.

      Which gave him a vicious flashback to Toga Day, on their first trip to Denali. The day they lost their fuel to return to Mahina. Clay died, and Cortez’s pelvis got crushed by a flying anvil of rare earth metals. And a 21-year-old third officer finally faced his EVA phobia. Ben exited the ship to search the precarious clutch of containers for a refill for the auto-doc.

      Without Yang-Yangs he felt the terror again. His palms sweated and his heart hammered.

      And there was absolutely nothing about dressing like a woman that appealed to him. OK, he was a little vain. But he worked damned hard on his physique, daily, from childhood. He didn’t want to be a frill. He was afraid he was a frill. But he wasn’t! Was he?

      Frazzie flipped another dress over the top of his stall, a tight sheath. The satiny teal was admittedly beautiful. But if she thought that hourglass shape would close over his chest and six-pack abs, she was dreaming.

      “I can’t wait to do your makeup!” she squealed gleefully.

      He clapped a hand over his mouth to smother his mirth. He perched on the changing stool as the sari unraveled to his heels. Once he controlled his laughter, he peeked out. Safe! Frazzie selected garish scarves ten meters away. He slipped out his comm.

      “Clay? Ben. Help! I have a fashion emergency!”
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      Cope rose in trepidation from his elegantly arranged dining table, as he heard the bedroom door click open.

      You like the outfit, he schooled himself. Whatever it was. Like Ben’s advice after Nico first told them he intended to marry a robotic emu. You like the boyfriend. As a general policy, Cope had to admit it worked.

      Ben’s breakdown was ten days ago. They’d been together nearly nonstop. Yet the more he tried to help, the more Ben shut him out. If playing dress-up helped him open up, Cope was all for it.

      Ben emerged from the hallway and paused. And Cope felt an authentic smile bloom on his cheeks. “You look great!”

      Ben posed with a forefinger in one pocket. Then he turned to show off all sides. His tawny hair was fresh-clipped, jaw perfectly smooth. His Mahina-colored jacket fit impeccably over a slinky olive-drab V-neck T-shirt, tight grey jeans, and half-boots. Not a feminine thread on him. He smelled of fresh figs from the yard, and clean chlorine from their water-reclaiming lap pool.

      “Our daughter has terrifying taste in clothes,” Ben confided. “I called Clay to come save me. He found an emergency tailor to salvage this jacket from my closet. Didn’t fit me any more. I lost weight this summer. The jeans and T are new.”

      Cope reached to finger the fabric, and peered closer. Ben wore subtle eyeliner, and his complexion was a tad too clear to be true. His lips looked sexier somehow, though not lipstick.

      Apparently his gaze lingered too long. Ben traced his lower lip with a finger self-consciously. “Lip pencil. Frazzie worked hard on the makeup. I thought it looked kinda good.”

      “You look fantastic!” Cope encouraged. “Can’t tell you how relieved I am.”

      They both chuckled. “You look great, too,” Ben assured him.

      Cope gave a self-mocking turn of his own. He wore a casual suit over his usual steel-toed cowboy boots. He dressed it down with a maroon T-shirt. His waistband too offered a few spare centimeters after the grueling Denali summer. Maybe I should check out that tailor.

      He reached to pull out a chair for his husband.

      “No.” Ben knocked Cope’s hand off the chair back and sat for himself. “Thank you, that was illuminating. I have examined my frill question, and find it foolish. I’m a guy. I like being a guy. And the way your face lit up!”

      “Hell yeah. Because I fell in love with a guy. But I mean, I love you, whoever you are.” His ex-wife had turned into someone else, one he couldn’t love. Don’t bring up Delilah.

      Ben smiled. “This is elegant. For take-out. Oh, my prince! Aloha three-world ramen! And water. Good choice.”

      “There’s wine if we need it to relax. And don’t mind falling asleep on the couch.”

      “Water is smart.”

      They dug in. Ben started to say something, then thought better of it. Cope beseeched himself to think of something romantic. Their love was born while reading technical manuals in their bunks on Thrive One, or shooting the breeze in the testosterone-hued crew bathroom. Romantic wasn’t their strong suit.

      “Had a flashback today,” Ben offered. Cope tensed. “Toga Day. Cortez needed an auto-doc refill. I went EVA to get it.”

      Toga Day would long live in infamy. But Cope’s only memory of the EVA event featured Wilder poking him awake on the bridge until the baby officer returned aboard. They chose not to disturb Sass while she mourned Clay, temporarily dead. “Was I conscious?”

      “Not very. You were sweet, though. Worried I was too terrified. You offered to go instead. If only you could stand.” He flashed a teasing smile.

      “Flashback?”

      “Oh, I tried on a sari. Took one look in the mirror and said, ‘Toga Day!’ Heart pounding, hands sweating. The feelings are so vivid.” He rubbed his fingers thoughtfully against his palm.

      Cope took a puzzled sip of water. “Saying ‘Toga Day’ is enough to set me off.”

      “But do you feel it again? Like you did then? Heart racing?”

      “Bit of a thump.” He frowned in question. “Twenty years. The trauma’s worn down. Mostly. Necrotic bakkra can still get me going.”

      Ben recoiled. “Urk. My point was, I could really feel it. You know?”

      “Not really.”

      “I enjoy being nanite-free. I never realized how Yang-Yangs changed me. Hell, that knee-jerk ‘frill’ thing, was that a nanite side effect? Who am I really without these microcopic –”

      “Nanoscopic.”

      “Small robots teeming through my veins. Maybe I’m not a hot-shot. Maybe I’d have gone for a master’s in business. Quit space because it was scary out there.”

      “You regret Spaceways?”

      Ben slapped the table. “Of course not! But if I was really this scared all along, what does that mean?”

      “OK. What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know! That’s my point!”

      “Hunh.” Cope decided the better part of valor was to focus on his wiener schnitzel and fries. His space captain husband wondering whether he belonged in space invited comparison to his final days with Delilah before she nearly killed the baby. Don’t mention Del! He swallowed uneasily. Two spouses in a row going mental worried him. Did he drive them crazy? No, tonight he wanted to ask Ben to let him in.

      “Ben –”

      “Cope –”

      “You first.”

      Ben breathed in deep and launched into it. “I’ve been dishonest with you.”

      The engineer tensed.

      “We have five children. That I know of. Surprise!”

      Cope felt the heat of anger begin to rise in his gut. He hadn’t consulted Ben before creating Sock. Revenge? “The more the merrier,” he gritted out. “Who did you collaborate with, dear?”

      “I had nothing to do with it. You know how we joke that Sock’s friend Aristotle could be his twin?”

      “Yeah.” Cope didn’t get it.

      “You know when the kids were little, and they asked about sex? You don’t tell them more than they want to know.”

      “Yeah?”

      Ben sighed. “Ari is Sock’s twin. And there’s another, a cross between Teke and me. A boy named Texan. He’s twelve. Frazzie should be insulted.”

      Cope eagerly seized the thread that didn’t leave him reeling. “Why would Frazzie be insulted? I’m outraged!”

      “They’re all boys! Like our daughter isn’t good enough? She’s developing a complex about how brilliant her brothers are. While she’s got a great job at Sin City Hardware.”

      “She’s less focused than the boys. Except on boys.”

      “She takes after me,” Ben corrected him. “Curious about everything.”

      “Delilah worked at Sin City. Custom kitchen cabinets.”

      “You mentioned. Let’s neither of us tell Frazzie. While you’re helping her make cabinets this week. Romantic dinner, Cope. Nobody invited your ex-wife.”

      “Fine. I’ll wring Teke’s neck.”

      “Happy thought,” Ben agreed. “Sorry, it just…came up.”

      They both scowled at their delicious dinners.

      Ben asked, “What were you gonna say?”

      Cope knew he probably ought to cool off. But he spoke anyway. “You keep pushing me away! I’m trying to help, be with you, vacation, relax. Support you. But you bounce off the walls like a ping pong ball.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Sorry. Two more kids. Really?”

      “You always wanted more. We could wring Teke’s neck together. Pounding those Denali together was cathartic. The auto-doc after kinda broke the mood.”

      “And the bank. Two hundred credits for your auto-doc. Do you have an appointment to fix your nanites yet?”

      “My body. My choice. Back off.”

      “Back off? You nearly died, Ben. I care. But that’s all you tell me. To back off!”

      Ben crossed one leg over the other. He drummed a riff on the table with his fingers. “Is it? I seem to recall something about a son I haven’t met. Yours too!”

      Cope scrubbed his forehead. “Right. Damn. I’ll call Teke tomorrow.”

      “Rule of thumb. When you’re mad, wait three days. Don’t talk to anybody. Least of all Sock and Ari.” Ben toyed with his glass. “I am keeping something else from you. And that makes me squirrelly. But we’re doing a romantic evening.”

      “That agenda’s shot to hell,” Cope observed. “We could talk shop. It’s safer.”

      “Not entirely.”

      “Out with it, Ben! Something to distract me from tearing Teke limb from limb.”

      “I wish you’d get back to work.”

      Cope stared at him. “You know all these months while you had no days off? Were you the only one working? No.”

      “We need to fix Spaceways.”

      “And two weeks vacation is too much to ask? Ben, you keep crying!”

      “I’m ready for you to stop babying me!” Ben hollered, furious tears standing in his eyes. “And I haven’t cried all day. Until now.”

      Cope blew out between pursed lips. “I need to walk it off. Punch a bag.” He rose and tried to walk away, then whirled. “I’m not babying you! With the shrink, what you said. Humiliated, scared. Ben, I’m on your team. When you’re humiliated in front of the world. If a crowd throws rotten tomatoes at you – I stand beside you!”

      “Vivid image. Dripping tomato guts.”

      “I give up.” This time he stalked toward the open French doors.

      “I’m meeting Sass here tomorrow. Thursday I’m in Poldark with my father. He never sold our house.”

      Cope stopped and dropped his chin. “Is that smart? Seeing Nathan?”

      “My daddy loves me.”

      Cope shot him a glower. “So do I! Damn you.”
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      “How are you feeling?” Sass gratefully accepted a tall glass of tea and the ice wand as Ben joined her in the Thrive mansion living room. Its French door wall stood open to a garden breeze, rich in the shade of adolescent fruit trees and the sweet smell of freshly mown green hay grass.

      She searched his eyes kindly, no longer raccoon-like with dark rings of exhaustion. In fact, freshly edged hair framed polished skin with tight pores. She peered closer. “Is that makeup?”

      He tipped his head to the back yard. “Daughter. I try to play mom with her when I’m home. Girl stuff, facials, whatever. I suck at it, but Cope’s even worse. He’s in the garage with her now, building cabinets for her flop.”

      “That’s so sweet!” Sass encouraged. “And he doesn’t mind? Makeup?”

      “He’d rather I didn’t.” Ben’s demeanor abruptly switched to captain mode. “Not really a social call. I’m trying to get back to business.”

      “Are you sure?” He looked light years better, but Sass suspected a recovered Ben would have changed out of his slinky olive T-shirt and tight knee-length shorts for business. And he’d wash off the makeup.

      He nodded tightly. “First, I need to apologize. I –”

      “No apologies! I care about you. I’m kicking myself that I didn’t realize, didn’t take more of the load.”

      “Thank you,” he mouthed, clearly moved. “Business. I’d like to ease in gently. So what are your dreams and visions, Sass? For the next few years. I know I promised I’d take you to Earth.” He licked his lip.

      “Not before Denali is safe,” Sass hastened to assure him. “You can get right off that hook. No, I’m sticking with you.”

      “I’m deeply grateful for that. Cope is, too.”

      Sass and Clay weren’t Thrive Spaceways, neither employees nor investors. They owned their ship Thrive One. “We’re family, Ben. We won’t leave you in the lurch.”

      “Thank you.” This time the words found voice. “What I’m trying to ask you so poorly, is what else you might be willing to help with, and when you see yourselves moving on. Or, might you be willing to join us – you’re certainly welcome! Spaceways needs to stop doing charity all the time. Abel, find profitable trade. Jules, I have no idea, but she always turns a profit somehow. We have one more transport from Sanctuary waiting, and then Loki. I promised the AI we’d bring him to the rings, too. And if we do that, we can probably get him to make fuel for us. And there’s Denali. Would you… I can’t face Denali again yet, Sass. And I have so much else to do. Would you be willing to direct the Denali evacuation?”

      “Me! Oh.” Sass sat back and considered that. “I can’t do what you were doing.”

      “Absolutely not,” Ben agreed. “Maximum half speed for the Denali winter months. The time pressure is off. They need a harvest this year. Fuel, and the Mahina reception, those aren’t your problem. You’d coordinate the schedule, ships, crews, maintenance, coach the other captains. Let the Denali handle their own ground game – their government is competent. Unlike ours.”

      “Amen. And the gateway?” The BECT warp gateway, Teke and Cope’s brilliant invention, was a closely held Spaceways proprietary technology. Only Ben and Abel’s ships had it.

      “We could either escort you at transit – warp as a service. Or we give Thrive One a gateway, and I train you. I favor the latter. But. You can’t bring it to Earth, Sass. And Cope and Abel would have to agree.”

      Sass’s eyes widened. “That’s quite a payment.”

      “With strings attached. I mean it. I won’t allow Earth to get their hands on that technology.”

      She understood. He’d warped them into the Sol system on the way home from Sylvan, and gated them right back out again. That was low risk. The denizens of the home system couldn’t follow them back to Pono’s rings. Earth didn’t know where the colonists had gone. He meant to keep it that way until the colonies were a great deal stronger.

      Sass shared, “I spoke to Zelda last week.” She was their atmosphere specialist, analyzing the data they’d collected on that brief stopover coming home from Sylvan.

      “Oh, yeah?” He leaned forward in enthusiasm. “Is the air breathable? On Earth.”

      “It’s not recovered,” Sass admitted. “Radiation’s still high.”

      Ben spread a casual hand toward the back yard. Mahina’s radiation levels were toxic, too.

      Sass conceded the point. “Exactly. We have the technology. Who knows, maybe Earth does too, by now.”

      Ben cocked his head. “Earth had a population problem. Hard to do research when someone bashes your head in to steal your food.”

      “Zelda couldn’t tell us the population. Still a few billion when I left. Surely hundreds of million left. I hope.”

      “Fat lot we could do about it,” Ben murmured. “Three worlds in Aloha, half a million combined. Mahina’s groaning under thirty thousand new immigrants. I wouldn’t put it past Earth to send more. Remember how well that worked when a quarter million settlers swamped the urbs.”

      He was idealistic once. She smiled at him sadly. “Not today’s problem. I’m glad to see you on the mend. What can we do to get you happy again?”

      He gazed at her thoughtfully. “You know, I think can do that the instant I choose.” He snapped his fingers. “Right now, what I want is Spaceways on a rational footing.”

      “I’ll do it. Lead the Denali evacuation. Half the job you did.”

      He half-rose to offer his hand to shake on it. She stood and pulled him to her for a bear hug. “Always, Ben. I’ve got your back. Like you’ve got mine.”

      “Love you, Sass. Keep thinking about where you see yourself down the road, would you? After Denali. Let me know.”

      After he showed her out, Sass wondered if she knew the answer. The notion of tackling Earth without the whole gang by her side was daunting, Ben most of all. If only she could find a way to reconcile his priorities with her heart’s desire.
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      “Thought you sold this place years ago, Dad!” Ben complained over the roar of the vacuum he used to dust the dentist’s old treatment room.

      Ben hated his hometown. The longer he was gone, the more pathetic Poldark looked.

      His father’s belongings were long gone, victim of the economic debacle six years back that bankrupted Thrive Spaceways last time, and propelled them to develop the warp gateway. Dad left to keep an eye on the grandkids while Cope and Ben were away in space for months. No dentist chair remained. Ben ruefully recalled wrangling it single-handedly into the truck for the old man. Heavy sucker.

      “Best offer was five hundred credits,” Nathan Acosta replied, scratching his jaw. “Decided to wait, maybe demand would look up.”

      Demand certainly delivered this year. By Ben’s calculations, a quarter of the moon’s residents were no longer Mahinan, but rather Denali, Saggies, paddies, and Sanks.

      His dad was apparently thinking along the same lines. “By the time you’re done with Denali, will we be a minority? Settlers?”

      Ben toed off the roaring vacuum and pulled his comm to run the numbers. “No. Settlers will be half the population. Plus the urbs, native Mahinans will be two thirds.”

      “Sure don’t feel like it sometimes,” Nathan grumped. He automatically corrected his grammar. “Doesn’t.”

      Ben laughed softly.

      “What.”

      “Just, I never told you how much I appreciate that, Dad. Growing up here, surrounded by imbeciles. You made sure my grammar was flawless.” He brandished his comm. “And I know my numbers. Not many parents – Hello. That them?”

      “‘Is that them?’ and hell if I know.” Nathan waved and called out to a quartet of Denali peering in the storefront windows, hands against the glass to block the Thursday glare. “You the ones looking to buy my place?”

      Hairless and gravity-shortened, skin golden-tan compared to Mahina’s cooler palette, the Denali filed through the door, ringing the cowbell Ben and Nathan left behind. The sound of home carried negative sentimental value. Ben wondered idly why his dad never thought to lock the door at suppertime.

      Not that anyone used locks in Poldark. The sign by the market field claimed population 3,000. Maybe now it was true. But it sure wasn’t when Ben lived here. One time he carried out a census, and came up with 1900. Later people fled these small towns to seek better jobs in the city, to earn their nanites or pay for creche care for their kids.

      He steepled his fingers Denali-fashion to nod at the newcomers, one woman and three men, somewhere near his own age of forty. Unlike him, they looked their age. His dad compressed his lips and stuck out a hand to shake with the man closest.

      The guy, sunburnt to a crisp, eyed the hand and retreated. Another, wearing an unbuttoned shirt, returned Ben’s gesture and spoke to him, not Nathan. “We hope to claim this building.”

      Ben pointed helpfully. “My dad’s place. Dr. Nathan Acosta. I’m Ben.”

      “What do you mean, claim?” Nathan drew himself up to his full stretch height, well north of two meters, and folded his arms aggressively. “The house is for sale.”

      “We cannot buy it. We can pay rent.”

      “Aw, for pity’s sake! No! Hell, I wouldn’t have come out here if I knew that!”

      “But every house in Poldark is full! Except this one, standing empty!”

      Ben stuck a hand between his dad and the irate Denali ringleader. “I’m Ben. He’s Nathan. You are?”

      “Tovik.” He identified his companions. “We have little money. We live in a tent. We have jobs on the farms. This is the last housing in Poldark. If you had a sane government, they would assign it to us. But no! We’re on Mahina! Where nothing makes sense!”

      Ben patted the air to suggest he take it down a notch. “Dad? No one wants to buy a house in Poldark. They can pay rent.”

      “But then it won’t stay pretty for me to sell! They’ll paint it weird colors and burn down the kitchen!”  Kitchen fires erupted by the dozen these days in Schuyler.

      The captain patted the air on his dad’s side this time. “How much rent can you offer, Tovik?”

      “Can’t afford anything!” Tovik yelled. “Damned Spaceways steals half our pay for the evacuation!”

      “OK, Dad, he’s a rego jerk.” Ben pulled out his comm. “Still the same sheriff?”

      “What else is Kramer good for?” Nathan retorted.

      Ben finished his call and calmed from his knee-jerk reaction. Dad was in the wrong. If this was the last house, and these the last people who needed housing, then a marriage was inevitable, shotgun optional. “Look, Spaceways has to buy fuel to save lives, Tovik. No one is stealing half your pay.”

      “Not really the point here, son,” Nathan differed, standing on his dignity. “It’s my house.”

      Ben pinched the bridge of his nose. “So how much is half your pay, between the four of you?”

      “Eight,” Tovik corrected.

      Ben blinked in confusion. “Eight what?” Even Frazzie earned six an hour, 42 credits a day if she worked a full seven hours.

      “Eight of us will live here. We work half-time, because there aren’t enough jobs!”

      The sheriff, a stretch like Nathan, ducked in the door. “What’s the ruckus? Yo, Benjy! Sight for sore eyes!” The sweat-soaked, dust-coated stretch wrapped his arms around Ben’s head and squeezed his nose to Kramer’s midriff. “Heya, Nathan! Good to see ya!” He pulled an arm diagonally across to shake hands with the dentist. Ben slipped down to escape the tightening vise.

      Nathan got straight to the point. “Sheriff, these people brought me here under false pretenses –”

      “Huh?” the sheriff asked Ben.

      “They lied, said they wanted to buy the house. But they want to rent. Dad thinks they’ll trash the place. Especially with eight living here.”

      Sheriff Kramer shook his head, then shook a fist under Tovik’s nose. “They got a lotta social ideas! Lotta damned goal!”

      “Socialist ideas,” Ben corrected on automatic. “Lot of damned gall. Look, sheriff, they work jobs. Can’t their employer house them?”

      “Widow Wilson? She got a dozen already. I got four boarders myself. We’re full up, Benjy, and that’s the truth.”

      “I grew up, Kramer. People call me Ben now.”

      Except his father. “Benjy, see what trouble you cause, bringing all this ungrateful riff-raff here from Denali? Mahina is full! And now you’re making it my problem!”

      “How did I make it your –? Look, Dad, the moon isn’t full. There’s plenty of room.”

      Kramer folded his arms. “You sure, Benjy? The moon ain’t full?”

      “I –” Ben pulled out his comm again to run the numbers. “If we bring everyone here from Denali, we’ll have a quarter million people. That yields 200 square kilometers per person.”

      “Aw, Benjy, why you gotta toss numbers around?” Kramer complained.  “That’s just off-putting.”

      “Twenty thousand hectares per person,” Ben gritted out. “The whole town ain’t that big! Dad? A quarter million settlers came on the Vitality. Even with the Sanks, Saggies, all of Denali, we are not crowded.”

      Tovik argued, “If there’s so much room, why’d we get stuck in Poldark?”

      “Want to leave, take a hike!” Ben retorted. “Pick a direction! Be my guest. There’s no water out there!”

      “I would love to get away from these idiots!” Tovik countered.

      “Don’t call them idiots,” Ben growled.

      “Why not? They’re idiot stretches. Whole damned town of morons.”

      “My dad is not an idiot!” Kramer was, true. “If you want a landlord to rent you the house, quit calling him stupid, dumbass!”

      Kramer vouched for them. “Doc Acosta is the smartest guy in town! And little Benjy’s done the whole town proud! Until he brought you here. Why’d you do that again, Benjy?”

      “Because they were dying on Denali!”

      Tovik finally connected the dots. “Wait, you’re Ben Acosta? Captain Ben Acosta?”

      “Yeah, the guy stealing half your pay for sky drive fuel.”

      “I’m confused,” Kramer admitted.

      Tovik spit out, “You’re the guy who up and quit! Half our people still trapped in Waterfalls to die! Because you had a nervous breakdown!”

      “I –” As though sucker-punched, Ben couldn’t get any air.

      Tovik crowded closer, stabbing a finger at Ben’s chest. “And to answer your question, after taxes, yeah, I get eight credits a day. But I need to eat and pay the water fee! Should’ve stayed in Waterfalls to die. This is no life here.”

      “In crates, the lot of them,” Kramer confided to Nathan.

      “Ingrates,” the dentist corrected. “I don’t want him in my house. Benjy! Your mom and I, we scrimped and saved, worked hard to buy this house. I raised you here!”

      Ben retreated until his back hit the dusty wall, Tovik advancing on him. Sheriff Kramer – still stretched and ignorant, but these days Yang-Yang nanite-reinforced, and two and a half meters tall – plucked up the Ben-sized Tovik and plonked him back a few meters.

      “Give Benjy some air. I know how you feel, son,” the sheriff said kindly. “Some days you just hit a wall.”

      Literally. Ben inched forward to get his shoulder blades off the dusty wallpaper, and swallowed. Why wasn’t he swinging on Tovik? Why was he struggling to breathe? Blow out!  He tried, but barely managed to swirl the dust motes. “What – what do you do? How do you get past the wall, sheriff?”

      “Oh, the missus kicks me along until I get tired of her nagging,” Kramer confided. “Never mind that. Doc, I think you gotta rent to ’em. Just fleece ’em good.”

      “Nothing to fleece,” Ben breathed. “They can’t afford to eat.”

      Basic water tax cost two credits a day. Good thing they worked on a farm. At least they could steal some vegetables. And it’s all my fault. And compared to the Denali, the stretch settlers were idiots. These brainy people he saved, they despised the Mahinans. Like me. Like Dad.

      But dammit, I can’t fix everything!

      “Benjy, you’re hyperventilating,” Dad pointed out, to Kramer’s alarm. Long words frightened him. But Ben couldn’t translate just now. He dropped his head and tried to pull himself together.

      “Dad, give them the place,” he whispered.

      “I don’t have to, if I don’t want to!”

      “You do. You have to.”

      “They can shove off to Schuyler!”

      “I’d love to go to Schuyler!” Tovik countered. “Schuyler has culture! But I got assigned to this crappy ville!”

      “Hey!” Kramer said, shoving him. “Poldark got culture! Benjy, what culture?”

      “Singing, dancing, artsy crap,” Ben supplied. “Denali are big on pretty stuff.”

      Kramer peered into his face. “That what happened to your eye? Looks like eyeliner.”

      Ben grimaced. “Drinks at sunset. Is culture in Poldark. When folk get drunk and kick the can-can.”

      “Yeah! We drink to sunset!” Kramer turned to the dentist. “But your boy’s right, Nathan. Gotta rent the place. If they can pay.”

      “I’ll teach them to use the kitchen.” Ben faced the prospect in dread. “And the bathroom.”

      That two credits a day for water assumed they used the facilities like proper desert-dwellers. Which left someone to teach grown men and women how to pee and wash and cook without wasting water.

      “About that, Benjy,” the sheriff added. “Could you…do the numbers on our water? Reservoir looks a mite low. Only, we knew the doc was coming today, so…”

      Mouth hanging open, Ben checked the Poldark reservoir, calculated the loss rate, and sighed. “You’re dry in eight days at this rate. I’ll fetch you a berg.” There was a request form, but he already knew the answer. If Poldark got an iceberg in time, it was because one Ben Acosta flew into the rings and caught one.

      “Did you calculate my rent?” Nathan demanded.

      “You won’t get a damned thing, Dad, and neither will I.”

      Nathan snorted. “Perhaps you could have thought that through! Before you brought them here!”

      Ben slid down the wall to plant his butt on the floor. “Dad, I love you, but get out. Go grab a beer with Kramer.” He buried his face in his arms, propped on his knees, and waited til the sheriff took his dad away. He was probably crying. Hard to tell anymore, his eyes just leaked sometimes. And Tovik and his crew would despise him. And he couldn’t blame them.

      He thunked his head back against the wall to look up. “Can you buy a protein recharge kit for the printer? Plus a few liters of oil.”

      “I got six credits. What’s a protein recharge kit?”

      “You mean engine oil?” another Denali inquired.

      “Never mind.” Ben dragged out his comm and asked old man Rojas at the store to supply those, plus the standard sanitary and air system recharges, and put it on his tab. Dad ought to pay, they were his tenants. And Ben’s credit was tapped out. But Rojas didn’t know any better. He’d send a kid right over.

      Ben levered himself off the floor, and pointed to the waiting room toilet. “You need to use these right. Or you’ll run out of water.” Dad was right. Eight Denali would trash his childhood home. And he didn’t damned well care.

      He hadn’t bargained on the time to get the neighbors to evacuate the yard and the shed. They’d colonized the kitchen greenhouse, too. He helped Tovik negotiate for a cut of the current crops and an orderly succession into his hands.

      A few hours later, at last Ben piloted his dad back to Schuyler in his ship shuttle, without a word. He simply parked the shuttle at the spaceport by Merchant Thrive. Dad could catch a trolley to his own townhouse.

      He meant to tell Nathan about Texan and Ari today. But no.

      “Benjy, are you alright?” he inquired, awkward but full of paternal concern.

      Ben just walked away.

      When he reached home, Cope looked up from the dining table with a smile that rapidly morphed to alarm. “Ben?”

      He kept walking until he locked the bedroom door behind him, and collapsed into sobs. Again.

      “Buddy?” Cope coaxed through the door. “Don’t let your dad get to you. Let me in. Please.”

      “No! I’m gonna sit here and cry until I’m done. Go away!”

      To Ben’s surprise, this worked. After a solid hour of crying, he found he no longer gave a damn about the prospects of the 30,000 Denali he’d already dragged to Mahina to despise their hosts, nor the 40,000 Denali still awaiting salvation. Schuyler, in the bosom of his loving family, was not the R&R the burnt out space captain required.

      He had a better idea.
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      Ben rolled over and hid when Cope rose for a morning run.

      “C’mon, buddy, you’ll feel better,” his husband urged, rocking him by the hip. “Get those endorphins hopping.”

      “I’ll run to the spaceport. Soon.” That much was true.

      Cope sighed. “You’re not ready for work, Ben. You totally broke down last night.”

      Ben pulled the pillow over his ear and ignored his husband until he went away.

      He leapt out of bed and threw on shipboard clothes to run. The lowering Dusk sun brought blessedly cooler temperatures than the midweek swelter. Even the rego dust laid low before the weekday morning scuffle.

      Cope was right about endorphins. Wrong about work. Work is exactly what Benjy needs. Not the real project he’d chosen, not yet. Today was only the first step.

      If all 3,000 people in Poldark paid 2 credits a day, 28 days a month, for 4 or 5 months since last he topped their reservoir, and an emergency rush job added ten percent on top, that was a sweet million! True, that was a drop in the ocean of red ink Spaceways swam in.

      But it was enough to pay one engineer, a skeleton crew, and buy some fuel. Then he’d be in business to pursue the brass ring.

      Nicely sweaty, he hopped up to Merchant’s door airlock and let himself in. Judging from the tangle of female limbs, and bottles strewn across the hold, his security sidekick Wilder threw an orgy last night.

      Ben hit the ship-wide address at max volume. “Good morning, Merchant Thrive!” Groaning ladies of the night clapped hands to ears to shut out the thundering cheer. “This is your captain! All ashore that’s going ashore! Ladies, that means you. Crew, report to galley for calisthenics and a mission brief! Wilder, secure the ship and police the hold.”

      He meant ‘kick out the whores and mop the beer.’ The captain preferred to be polite. No telling when he’d visit the prostitutes himself again. Soon if I keep sniping at Cope.

      He didn’t mean to take out his frustration on his husband. But being coddled  irritated the hell out of him.

      Soon he led the crew in jumping jacks, push-ups, and running in place to wake up. A magnificent bonus to Yang-Yang nanites and Engineer’s Joy, the health foundation of his ship, was community immunity to hangovers. Lack of sleep remained a problem. And Zan looked still half-drunk from last night.

      “Captain Zan! Are you up for a trip to the rings, or will you repair to your own ship?”

      “Rings!” He tried to run harder in place, tripped himself, and stumbled. “Permission to make coffee, sar!”

      “Granted.” Ben slowed to marching in place, but waved for the rest to keep going. “Optional mission! I’m off to grab a berg. Who’s with me?”

      Everyone raised a hand.

      It belatedly occurred to the captain that he hadn’t checked his fuel status. He winced. Maybe he wasn’t ready for this. Nonsense. Catching a berg is a nothing job. And, miracle of miracles, upon checking his pocket tablet, the fuel levels looked sufficient to herd an iceberg or two.

      Joey left his hand up after everyone else dropped theirs. “Sar? Will we get paid?”

      “That’s the goal! Finish your workouts. Ten more minutes.”

      Ben jogged to his cabin to grab his pressure suit, only to find it missing. He retraced his steps to the catwalk and vaulted the rail to the suit locker by the cargo door. No luck there, either. Oh. He arrived this time on Hopeful Thrive. He rifled through the suits until he ran across Remi’s spare. Close enough. He’d retrieve his own suit later.

      But he swallowed, unnerved by his oversight. Maybe he wasn’t ready for this. He flicked his comm. “Zan, you’re riding shotgun.” He shouldn’t need a gunner, or a copilot. No, this is sensible. I froze last time in the hot seat. Training wings were a reasonable precaution.

      Ben closed the channel and then noticed Zan’s location. He already sat on the bridge. Right. Ben sighed at the vote of no confidence. Fair.
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      Ben headed to Schuyler to deposit the giant berg first. Finding and catching that sucker took a couple hours. Snagging its baby brother for Poldark was trivial. He couldn’t navigate the rings without shooting dozens of similar snowballs out of his path.

      “Schuyler Control, Merchant Actual, gotta big berg for you. Hoping for payment.”

      “Merchant, you are clear to the reservoir. Baseline water level noted.” City berg delivery was measured on volume displacement. “Please be advised, payments are in arrears.”

      Ben grimaced. “Does MA pay faster?” The two cities owned the only reservoirs big enough for this one.

      “MA reservoir at capacity,” Schuyler Control reported. “How ya doing, Ben?”

      Zan tapped the moon-wide reservoir status graphic, which he’d flipped on screen.

      “Fine,” he growled. “Never better. Merchant out.” He’d been like this the whole damned day, niggling tiny rookie errors.

      As the force fields around the power complex winked out, he swooshed in more saucily than he should have, and paid as Merchant swung a bonus 20 degrees before he got the berg’s momentum under control. Normally, he loved to drop it high for maximum splash without wasting water. This time he sheepishly dropped an extra 20 meters and released the grapples slowly, for barely a ripple across the reservoir, then rose sedately.

      “Schuyler Control, Merchant Actual, clear to resume force fields.”

      “Thank you kindly, Merchant! That’s an IOU for twelve point eight million. Nice berg! I read hardly any volatiles, and only four percent rock.”

      “You’re welcome, Carl. Seeya soon. Got another for Poldark.”

      Ben banked sedately out of Schuyler airspace, then snaked above the regolith. He avoided overflying villes where possible, and flared a warning on the radio as he approached road crossings. The sky rules of the road on Mahina were rudimentary. With more people living higher on the hog, light flyers proliferated while traffic regulation lagged. But Poldark lay three rungs out from the city, 120 km East-Southeast. Soon its cultivated green blot on the landscape appeared below. Half lay fallow as usual, but rings of hedgerow trees, and the wheel-spoke wedges of hay grass, granted a verdant appearance in the lemony Dusk light. Poldark looked prosperous from the air.

      But not nearly big enough to boast its own power plant with force field perimeter and fancy pumping system. He simply stopped above the reservoir hole and looked out below.

      “Are they…?” On screen, dozens of people lounged around the rim of the reservoir, and swam in it. Bald people. Only Denali would swim in the drinking water.

      Ben flicked on the external speakers. “Berg delivery! Out of the reservoir! Give me a hundred meters!”

      “Exit for reservoir maintenance,” Zan suggested.

      Ben grimaced and applied the rewording. The immigrants didn’t move very fast. One guy dog-paddled from mid-lake. Unfortunately, Ben’s berg was melting in the meantime. He positioned it directly above the deep rift to drip.

      “Poldark mayor, this is Merchant Thrive. Berg delivery. Mayor Cotton, you around?” Ben eyeballed the reference water level and made a note of it. He’d never seen the water this low. Which added to the delay, as swimmers scaled the ladders.

      Due to the extreme evaporative rate of the bone-dry Mahina air, the moon’s reservoirs ran deep, not broad. The rim grew some yellow-dry hay grass, and a sprinkling of aspen trees. Poldark didn’t consider it a park. Mahinans couldn’t swim.

      He gave the mayor’s office a couple minutes to respond, not expecting much, then called the sheriff. “Kramer? Ben Acosta. Got your berg. Did you know the Denali swim in your reservoir?”

      “They what? Crazy bastards! I’ll meet you there!”

      Eventually Kramer and his deputies confirmed that all human beings had vacated the danger zone. Ben gently perched the berg across the rim. It didn’t fit into the hole, of course, because he’d brought the perfect size for Poldark, and ice was bulkier than water. He sketched out his carving problem and selected an approach. First he used the fine lasers to pare off one edge of the middle, dropping it into the hole. Then he shifted the berg and carved the other side, leaving a dumbbell-shaped spanner. Then he carefully rolled it and repeated, until the central bit broke.

      One end slipped into the hole to bob there. But the remaining dumbbell-end rested on it. He backed up and sliced the bobbing berg, and tugged its children to the sides, until he could nudge the final end to rest fully over the hole. Good. It wouldn’t melt level til next week when the sun was high. But all would drip into the town’s water crevice, with a half-meter to spare.

      He traded high-fives with a bored Zan.

      And he landed Merchant Thrive to collect payment.

      “Pay?” Kramer repeated incredulously.

      “Pay,” Ben agreed. “I figure 936,000 credits, including ten percent for emergency delivery.” With a sinking feeling, Ben displayed numbers to the sheriff. “You should have the money. In the water tax fund.”

      “Rego jee-zus! That’s a scary number!”

      Ben grimaced. “Should be less than six months of water tax.”

      “Really? Well, I don’t rightly know who got them credits, Benjy.” Kramer scratched his jaw. “We pay you for bergs? You sure?”

      “Kramer, I’ve delivered your bergs for twenty years!” But now he wondered who collected payment for those bergs. At first, surely Abel had. And then someone in Thrive Inc. accounts receivable. Later, Thrive Spaceways had a billing department. Didn’t it?

      “Well, sure, Benjy, but I thought you were neighborly.”

      “Neighborly? Kramer, it costs money to run a skyship! I pay crew, buy fuel, let alone the cost of the ship! Besides, everybody pays the water tax!” Ben pinched the bridge of his nose. “Where’s Mayor Cotton?”

      “He’s kinda senile, Benjy.”

      And why replace a mayor who couldn’t do the job? “Fine, who collects the water tax? Who do you pay it to?”

      “Comes out of my pay.”

      By now his new tenant Tovik had meandered over from the far side of the reservoir to say hi. Dad’s tenant. He confirmed the pay debit.

      Fine. Ben called Widow Wilson, since Kramer’s employer was the senile mayor. “Ben Acosta. Benjy. I’m trying to track down who has the money to pay for the iceberg I just delivered.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Ben explained his reasoning, slowly. “So you take two credits a day from our tenant Tovik here. Who do you give that money to?”

      “Nobody. Just dock his pay.”

      “So who pays for the iceberg?”

      “Not me! Or, I guess I pay water use fees on the farm…”
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      Hours later, Ben enjoyed his third round of sunset drinks on the house in the downtown plaza. Poldark socialized for the weekly happy hour. Many sat around the castle-theme playground he and Dad built for the local schoolyard. He’d ferried several dozen from the reservoir in Merchant’s hold, a fun treat.

      At last, he tracked down the mayor’s last secretary, now a bookkeeper in Schuyler. This gentleman was able to locate and access the water tax accounts. Pretty much the entire tax-paying public of Poldark was now educated on how exactly the water tax was supposed to be paid, and why.

      And Ben collected the entire current value of the iceberg fund, at just over two million credits. Kramer slapped him on the back in grinning congratulations, and nearly sent him sprawling. He led the community in a cheer for their own little Benjy!

      “Uh, captain?” Tovik interrupted him. The hubbub transitioned into a can-can kicking line dance, snaking toward the school moat. “I think we jammed the toilet. Just the upstairs one.”

      “Of course you did.” He sighed, and contemplated Joey and other members of the crew making merry. More than one would get lucky tonight. To whatever extent bedding a Poldark constituted luck. But assigning the toilet wasn’t fair to his crew. The house was personal business.

      Speaking of family, Cope had yelled his ear off when he called to make excuses for missing sunset drinks with his husband.

      “Yeah, let’s fix the toilet,” Ben agreed. The dentist office was only a few doors down.

      So his day didn’t work out exactly as planned. And he certainly didn’t expect to cap his efforts with a toilet plunger. But Spaceways’ balance sheets were fifteen million closer to the black. At least on paper. And he had cash on hand to tackle his real plan.

      “Tovik, after a year or so here, maybe you should stand for election to mayor. Get this town’s accounts straightened out. They aren’t bad people. Well, Widow Wilson scares me.”

      She was three meters tall. She wasn’t so intimidating when Ben was a kid, when she stood nearly bent over double. But now she stood proud and hale. She gave him a piece of her mind during the second round of drinks. Ben stood craning his neck, gazing up the underside of her breasts. Arms longer than he was tall gesticulated above his head.

      “They could use educated help. You know, to get organized. Without me and Dad around anymore.” He felt disloyal to his breed saying so, especially since his husband was an ardent settler patriot. But Tovik could read and write and manage the taxes.

      “I had that thought,” Tovik agreed sadly.

      Zan dropped Ben off on the way to Schuyler spaceport. Literally – Ben hopped out of the ship on his grav generator into the quiet residential street. He slipped into the mansion hoping Cope had long since gone to bed.

      No such luck.
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      “Have a seat.” Cope waved his worrisome husband to a chair across the table. Much as Jules Greer would have preferred an elegant wooden dining table, Cope won that round. He preferred a hectare of computer surface, and Abel loved it, too. Jules could drape a tablecloth to hide it for company.

      After Ben disappeared, he’d finally declared vacation over today and cracked the books for Thrive Spaceways. And what a stunning story they told.

      Ben leaned in to survey the topic, then sighed to his seat. “Found our accounts, did you?”

      “You flew off-moon,” Cope accused. “Without nanites. Without telling me.”

      “Made fifteen million today. Icebergs.”

      Cope dragged the cash ledger front and center. Other displays scurried out of the way to make room. “Income? Where?”

      “Schuyler said payment’s in arrears. And the Poldark berg money I floated into my operating account. Otherwise it… I need it.”

      Cope blew out and carefully modulated his voice. “I had no idea it was this bad. But you knew.”

      Ben met his eyes without apology. “Sure. People were dying. Cope, how could you not know? How do you think I was getting that much fuel?”

      He was right. Cope swallowed painfully. “I don’t know. Tenders full of fuel from Loki, donations, something. You’re right. I should have known. I should have looked. But dammit, Ben, you could have told me!”

      “Why? These accounts are yours. You’re president of the company, Cope. Not me.”

      “Except you’re my partner! You have signature authority for… Billions.”

      “It’s not billions,” Ben quibbled.

      “One point oh six billion,” Cope read from another window. He flicked the summary report across the tabletop for Ben to see.

      “Oh.” Ben shot the document back to him, as though playing air hockey. Then he rose and came around the table. He dragged a chair to sit next to him. He folded Cope into a hug. Which he suddenly realized he needed badly, and returned with interest.

      Releasing him, Ben said, “Cope, I refuse to put the company between us. Even to talk about money. Partners. We look at it together. Same side.”

      “So this overwhelmed you.” Cope’s voice sounded hoarse to his own ear, on the verge of tears himself. “Sure as hell overwhelms me.”

      “Stressed me out, yeah. But what knocked me offline was lightning.” Ben stuck his boots out under the table, torso slipping down his chair back. “I think. Who knows, maybe I was about to crack anyway. I sure as hell wasn’t going to find another round trip worth of fuel.”

      Cope snorted with a tinge of hysteria. “No. I can’t believe you managed to borrow this much!”

      “I have a plan.”

      “Oh, I’m all ears!”

      “OK, it’s more of an idea. We do have a paying customer. Loki.”

      “No.”

      “Yes, because we have no choice.” Ben waved a hand across the redundant accusations of ‘YOU’RE BANKRUPT!’  littering the surface. “I go to Sanctuary –”

      “How could you possibly buy the fuel to get there?! Is there any fuel left in the star system?”

      Ben tipped his head to consider him from under his eyebrows. He flicked his eyelashes. “I’ve had practice. Look, I have two million in my slush fund. Some crook wants it. Two and change, but I need the change to pay Remi.”

      “Remi? Not me?”

      Ben draped himself over his arm. “Cope, I love you. I believe in you. You’re the greatest engineer in the Aloha system. But someone, not you, needs to run this company. Figure a way to climb out of this hole. Or find a buyer for the liquidation sale. Something! I need you to stay here and be president. To hire someone else to be president.”

      Cope shoved him away. “Give away my company? Just like that?!”

      Ben spread a hand to indicate the accounts. “Does this make your heart sing, Cope? Make you say, ‘thank God it’s Monday!’ Or ‘thank God I broke orbit.’”

      “Ouch!” Cope complained.

      His husband shrugged. “So hire someone! You direct engineering, maintenance and services, and R&D. I run the fleet. Abel’s on trade development. Jules does hospitality. God knows how, but she always turns a profit. And we hire someone else to run the company. To figure out all this crap. Manage the bean counters and the lawyers and make the government pay. Stuff we hate doing. Stuff we suck at. Cope, I nearly destroyed myself. Because I tried to do the wrong stuff for me. And maybe it’s too late to save the company. And no one should let me buy fuel again.”

      “No,” Cope agreed.

      “But you gotta try, Cope!”

      “Or we lose our ships.”

      Ben shook his head vehemently. “What does that mean? They’re ships. They exist. I’m a captain, you’re an engineer. We exist. The crews exist. The problems we solve exist. We have the skills. It’s the paperwork that’s out of control. The bookkeeping, the money. Bankrupt or not, I’ll still fly Merchant, and you’ll still fix it. Because who else are they gonna hire? But who else could buy it? The moon? Hell’s Bells?”

      Damn. “You’re right. We can’t even sell off assets, can we.”

      “Can we? I don’t know. And Cope, I love you, but this isn’t your genius. And it sure ain’t mine.”

      “Remi, huh?”

      “If I don’t pay him, we lose him.”

      “Not Darren Markley?”

      Ben shrugged. “Which would you pick? Darren has almost too much experience. Of the rich and righteous kind. Remi’s like us. Cunning. Down and dirty wins the day.”

      “Remi,” Cope agreed. “And Hugo Silva for Loki, if you can get him. OK, for the sake of argument. Let’s say you find fuel, go to Sanctuary –”

      “With Stalwart and Hopeful. To collect a full tender of fuel and the last of the Sanks. And eight containers.”

      “For which you pay…?”

      “I promised to ferry Loki to the Aloha system. Set him up here. My mission is to spec out how we accomplish that. We don’t leave him behind in Sanctuary. Not for an hour if I can help it. But if it requires two trips, then at least Loki agrees to the plan before I take the last of his charges away.”

      Cope frowned, thinking this through. He opened a sketch pane on the desk, sending ledgers scampering out of his way. But he got as far as scratching ‘Loki.’ “I don’t even know what this means, to transport Loki. Is that a computer program? Vast storage arrays? Processors? His shipyard and…”

      “His fuel factory and shipbuilding capacity.”

      “You’re paying the devil to save Denali.”

      Ben nodded. “I already sold my soul to Loki for Denali, Cope. One point oh six billion times over. Now I make it work.”

      “Or double-cross Loki.” It wasn’t a good idea, but Cope liked to cover all bases.

      “No.”

      “No,” Cope agreed. “He’d build a fleet and come in blasting. Or worse, build a fleet, go enslave another world, and then come in blasting, with minions. But why you?”

      “I’m the one who made the deal with Loki. And out of our captains, I’m the one who’s also an engineer.”

      Cope shot him a skeptical look. “A degree doesn’t make you an engineer, buddy. You’re qualified as an apprentice.” He cocked his head in fairness. “But you learned plenty along the way. Even if no one groomed you as a pro.”

      “Gee, thanks. I think.”

      Cope swiped the table in a wide arc to vanish the damning documents. “This plan has logical merit. But I also love you. Ben, what happened to you was more than an electric shock. I’m worried about you. I don’t want you to leave. Stay here. Help me find this savior for hire. Rest. Get back on your feet before you go.”

      Ben shook his head and pointed to the ceiling. “I felt better the second I broke atmo.” He took Cope’s hand and squeezed it gently. “Let me go. Let me fix this.”

      Funny, the nanites kept Cope from feeling his age most of the time. But the balance sheets left the engineer feeling old as the hills. To lose Ben was unthinkable.

      Ben quirked his dimple. “I’ll take Nico and Floki. They’ll spy on me for you.”

      “Promise me you won’t leave this moon again without fresh nanite support. Clean bill of health. Full supplies. You have time. Remi and I need to sign off on the tools you bring.”

      “Promise,” Ben agreed. “But I’ve got two point two mil in my slush fund. I need fuel and salaries. So aim low on the equipment load out. Recycle, reuse, wing it. Because we’re broke.”

      “I noticed. I don’t want you to go,” Cope whispered.

      “Understood. But I need to go. I’ll be back. We can do this. We have to.”
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      Less than six days later, Cope stood awkwardly by the engineering podium on Merchant Thrive, Ben’s flagship. He tried to stay out of the way as purposeful chaos swirled through the ship, readying for takeoff.

      Remi Roy returned to his station at the podium, offering a fist-bump. “Ben does engine checkoff. A few minutes.”

      “Waiting to say goodbye to my son.” Ben would have preferred to keep their good-byes at home. “Weird staying behind. Interesting challenge.”

      “Oh? Why me?” Remi split his attention from his checklist screens.

      “Ah, my husband wishes me to do the president thing. Get payroll rolling. Stuff like that. Actually, he suggested I hire a new president. Demote myself to director of engineering.”

      Remi nodded judiciously. “More fun for you. Oh! I have a friend, I recommend him. I didn’t think president. Just business. He is import-export, Hell’s Bells to Schuyler. He wants a more reliable schedule.” He flicked Cope the electronic contact info for Carver Cartwright.

      “A Mahinan?” The name was English, not French. Sagamore was supposedly half and half, but he’d met few of the anglophone persuasion.

      “No, Sag. Ha! ‘Liberated’ with his slaves.”

      “He was a slave owner?”

      Remi shrugged. “So was I. His slaves, they are free now, but he cares for them still.”

      Cope filed the contact, with no intention of referring to it again. “Kinda need a Mahinan.”

      “But he is Mahinan. Lives here in Saggytown. His eldest son, he studies at the creche.” Remi searched his face, then returned his attention to the ongoing checklist. “When do you call us Mahinan? We immigrants. We live here. We pay taxes. We fuel the economy.”

      Cope allowed as it was a fair question. But. “I’m a settler. My partners too. It’s important to me. Loser Schuyler boy makes good. You know?”

      “Yes. ” His eyes raised to the catwalk. “Ah! Floki! Bring Nico to say goodbye to his father.”

      “Hey, bring yourself, little bird!” Cope chimed in. “I want a neck-hug!”

      He served on Thrive One for a few weeks during the abortive attempt to settle Sylvan. There he worked with his son’s wholly inappropriate love object, the robotic emu with the sentient AI Floki on board. He’d expected the coworker relationship to be excruciating. But the bird kinda grew on him.

      Though he still thought his son should outgrow this infatuation and date his own species. Not a lot to ask.

      Floki had mastered his grav generator. The robot seized the railing with one bird-foot, hopped over, vestigial wings flapping, and landed lightly in the hold. Cope trusted the cute little wings did nothing whatsoever to brake the fall of a one-ton machine. But he appreciated the way Floki invested in his body language.

      In three more steps, the bird wrapped his sinuous neck around Cope’s shoulders, and extruded his hands to grasp his hips for good measure. “Cope! So good to see you!”

      “Wow, I forgot you grew up, big bird!” When they came to extract the failed colony, Cope picked up a new robot to replace Floki’s original chassis, corroded beyond repair. But he brought the adult ride-on version, thinking the AI would appreciate added volume for memory and processors. He hadn’t considered that Nico’s choice of the smaller body was intentional.

      Floki nodded, pursing his beak solemnly. “Doorways are a tight fit. I believe I have a different psychic impact on people as well. Do you find people fear you because you’re tall?” He’d deepened his voice to a tenor, from its original chirpy soprano.

      “Sometimes,” Cope returned compassionately. “Ooh, let me see these hands!” He appreciated a new rubbery five-fingered appendage, attached to a flesh-like arm. Nico must have bought them from a Saggy. Mahina medical approaches regrew the missing parts. A convenient rack between the extrude-an-arm holes supplied alternate ‘hand’ attachments. He was glad to see the bird hadn’t sacrificed utility for social niceties. Floki’s precision waldos and power drill served him well on Sylvan.

      They shook hands, Floki’s lidded eyes and quirked beak looking smug. Cope felt the impact of his added height, as though the bird grew up mentally as well as physically. He probably is. Growing up fast.

      Nico landed, bashful smile flashing bright white in his chocolate face, darker skinned than his old man. They fell into a hug.

      “You take care of Ben, right? I worry.”

      Nico rolled his eyes. “Of course, Dad. He seems fine!”

      “And uh, Floki’s dad?”

      “Bloki is banned from the fleet,” Nico acknowledged, twisting an ear stud. “I wouldn’t break that rule. Dad Ben might strand me on Sanctuary. Hey, did you know Quire is staying behind on MO?” He didn’t meet Cope’s eye while he said it.

      “Oh? Who’s housekeeper?”

      “Tikki. Dad, don’t get awkward. It’s just Quire has a lady friend on MO. They’re going to make it bloom like Denali.”

      Ben had a fling once with the Denali housekeeper Tikki. Who went on to join the saboteurs to ensure the Sylvan colony failed. Acid sarcasm dripped from Cope’s voice. “Who’d be so unreasonable?”

      “I mean he wasn’t Dad Ben’s choice. Don’t say goodbye with a fight. Please?”

      Cope grimaced. “Right. I should shove off.”

      Nico folded his arms and glowered at him. “Kiss him goodbye, Dad.”

      “Yes, by all means.” Ben stomped up the ramp behind him. “Kiss everyone goodbye and shove off, Cope. T minus 12, captain signs off on external inspection.” This last was to Remi, who logged the approval. External inspection was easier here on the moon than going EVA at Mahina Orbital, their first stop.

      Cope grabbed his husband, swung him backward over his arm, and kissed him firmly on the mouth. “Love you, bye.”

      An irate Ben practically tore his husband’s work shirt hauling himself back to standing. “I meant them, not me. Love you, bye. Get lost. Got places to go, things to do.”

      “Not with Tikki,” Cope suggested, as lightly as he could manage. He liked Tikki, too. He just didn’t like Ben on the same ship with the attractive male geisha.

      Ben batted his eyes blandly. “Noted.”

      “Forgive and forgot, huh? Sabotaging Sylvan?”

      Ben shrugged. “He’s busted ass for us ever since, Cope. He’s up at MO deep cleaning our transports. So Jules could take the twins south to visit her parents. Hopes to get them arranged marriages.”

      Ben leaned against his husband, casting an appraising look at Nico.

      Cope played along, and cocked his head at Nico. “Huh!”

      Floki squeaked a chortle.

      “Don’t even think it!” Nico growled.

      Cope grinned crookedly and flung an arm across his son’s shoulders. But he returned his attention to Ben. “And you’ll be home within the month?”

      “I’ll call with an ETA. Care to watch takeoff with Sass? Thrive’s over there.” He pointed down the cargo ramp.

      “Fine, I’m going.” He caught Remi, Nico, and Floki by eye. “Take care of him.”  They each nodded in mock solemnity. Ben squeezed his hand.

      And he split, with a quick wave to the catwalk. He knew everyone aboard, of course. They’d worked together for months on the Denali evacuation. He’d flown with Ben most of the time, for years.

      Watching takeoff with Sass for company wasn’t a bad idea. She set her ramp down. They sat chatting companionably as Ben left without him for the stars again. One last bright cyan flare marked his egress through the ozone layer. And he was gone.

      “He’ll be fine, Cope,” Sass purred, squeezing his hand in reassurance, the same as Ben had done. “It was probably just the nanites getting zapped.”

      But that wasn’t what bothered him now. He wondered if Ben was right. Maybe he’d be happier engineering in space than running his company. But he couldn’t relinquish his intellectual property, their ships, everything he’d built Thrive Spaceways into.

      Then he’d better get busy. Vacation was over. He rose and dusted off his pants, and thanked Sass for the visit.

      “Any progress on meeting payroll?” she asked hesitantly.

      “Working on it,” he vowed. Hell if he knew how.
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        * * *

      

      “Cowardly,” Ben noted on the bridge to his ‘copilot,’ the physicist Teke. “You’re hiding from Cope.”

      “You need a science officer,” Teke returned. “Eli’s a botanist. Not the right man on this job.”

      “Hugo Silva is my science officer for Loki. And you’re overlooking one key point. Texan.” The captain skewered him with a hairy eyeball. “I’m pissed at you too. Just wasn’t ready to talk about it. Yet here you are.”

      Ben scrubbed his face, then checked on his automated approach-and-fire pattern to the orbital. The guns seemed to be doing an adequate job blowing a path through the asteroid weather today. He thought of it as weather, medium rocky. Other days, other presets, depending on the size and composition of moonlets most recently collided in the neighborhood. That could change in a heartbeat. But between the automated guns and Ben’s two decades of traversing Mahina’s orbit, he had programs to handle almost anything at his fingertips.

      Teke said, “Ben, I swear, I didn’t know the Denali gene lab meant to create children. I sent your genome, and Cope’s, because they were studying your gene mod, the focus ability. Two variants, yours and Cope’s.”

      “You were pretty young then. Twenty-three?”

      “Earlier. Later they wanted Elise’s, to gauge the genetic drift between the populations, Mahina and Sagamore. Plus sample paddy data, and then Remi as a token aristocrat. Did you know the Sags genetically altered their slaves?”

      “I suspected,” Ben allowed.

      “Did you meet Texan?”

      “No.”

      Teke teased, “Speaking of cowardly.”

      Ben let silence reign a few minutes. “That hurt, Teke. Our kids are mostly grown and done. And surprise! We have more. We don’t know how to feel. They’re raised as Denali. We mean nothing to them. But they mean something to us.”

      Teke lounged away from him in the gunner’s seat. “It’s no accident they didn’t tell you. I convinced them to let Sock meet other kids like himself. He felt alienated on Mahina. Too smart for a settler. It’s hard to be different. You and Cope know that as well as anybody.”

      “Yeah. You’re right. I need to meet Texan. With Cope. And you.”

      “Fine. Change of topic? Sagamore wants Loki here, Ben. If we’re bringing this new power into the rings, you’d better be damned sure it’s aligned with Mahina, not Sagamore. Because they’ll wine and dine – however you win over an AI.”

      “Yup. Approaching MO. Hail them.” Ben flicked the traffic lanes onto his screen, feeling the familiar frisson of satisfaction. His first time at the original dilapidated pizza box of an orbital, they were the first ship to visit in months. Nowadays, MO inhabited a good-sized asteroid. Small mining craft zipped everywhere.

      And eight of the nine larger ships in port were his.

      Old habits reasserted. The biological children were Cope’s problem moon-side. These spaceships were Ben’s, and he was off on a fresh adventure. He breathed out, feeling perfectly normal.

      Which bothered him. Though not to the point of crying, thank God.

      The new nanites had stolen his unruly emotions away again. He tried to talk Yang-Yang into toning down the endocrine moderation. The technician refused, on the grounds that stress hormones damaged the body. Bottom line, Kassidy’s favor only covered restoring his original nanites, not a new custom job.

      “Tikki, Ben,” Ben hailed his new housekeeper. “Headed in now. Meet you at the docks?”

      “Welcome to MO. We’re hiding on Hopeful.” The transports and tender sat moored together within the orbital’s asteroid interdiction, cheaper rent than the docks.

      “Hiding?” And didn’t that sound ominous. “Quire’s farewell party is tonight, right?” He’d asked the housekeeper to book the event.

      “Yes. Grotto. Eighteen hundred.” The housekeeper’s response was clipped.

      “Private party,” Ben confirmed.

      “I doubt that.”

      The captain couldn’t play twenty questions with the housekeeper during approach. Besides, he could see for himself that Lavelle’s Gossamer out of Hell’s Bells was the other PO-3 in dock. The Saggy was bound to crash his party. He signed off with Tikki, and dispatched Zan on the shuttle to retrieve the crew from Hopeful.
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      The Grotto remained a favored watering hole on Mahina Orbital, though its location shifted over the years as it outgrew its asteroid-hewn cubic. The new Denali influence showed, with particolored creatures flitting through palm trees surrounding the centerpiece, wavelets lapping a pocket beach. In this latest incarnation, the wading pool forked into streams between high tables. Tropical sun blazed from above the wall-sized display screen of an island vista, dimming to intimate moonlight through the fronds in the back corners.

      No, it wasn’t a private party. The place was mobbed. Tikki pointed toward a corner he’d supposedly reserved. But since that lay farthest from the splash pool, Ben’s people opted for the luau torches and hammocks by the beach.

      Ben hopped an inlet to greet Quire, man of the hour, standing barefoot in the sand. He wore nothing but an authentic Denali loincloth. His lady friend Meera was a near match, Denali bald with Buddha figure, though she wore a modest bandeau above her loincloth. She offered prayer fingers and retreated to a table of similar middle-aged women.

      “I hoped to get to know her,” Ben complained. “I mean, she seems nice. How long have you two…?”

      “This is our first meeting in person,” Quire explained.

      “Huh. So, do you like her? In person.”

      “Very much so. A beautiful soul.” Quire nodded gently. “I chose to take vacation because for the first time, I think I can. And Tikki needs my place.”

      Ben sighed. “I wouldn’t kick him out of Spaceways.” Tempting as that might be.

      “They hate him, you know,” Quire offered sadly. “The Denali.”

      Ben often had trouble switching gears to talk to Quire. The frenzy of the takeoff, the rush of threading through asteroids, docking, getting ready to party and then – Zen stillness. He couldn’t slow down that fast. “Tikki’s fine. This is your party!”

      His brow furrowed faintly. “When have I ever wanted a party?”

      Ben blinked at him. Right. “I care about you, old friend. I’ll miss you.” He exchanged a warm bear-hug with the man. Over his well-padded shoulder, the captain caught a glimpse of Remi being waylaid by Lavelle and – damn! – Pollan, the orbital’s chief of manufacturing and human rat finks.

      But Quire was his anchor, his rock, his steady homemaker. Just as his heart sped up, Ben forced himself to stay put and inquire about the man’s hopes and visions for gardening in the tunnels of this utilitarian chunk of rock. He tried not to fidget.

      Yeah, five minutes was enough of that. They traded another hug, vowed to visit whenever Merchant was in port, and Ben escaped the interlude. Tikki had the party aspects well in hand. Ben strode purposefully toward Lavelle and clapped a hand on his shoulder from behind.

      Lavelle leapt from his chair to grasp Ben in another bear-hug and kiss his cheeks in the exuberant Saggy way. “Ben! Join us! We must talk about Loki!”

      “Must we?” Ben asked Remi.

      The engineer looked puzzled. “But of course! They are excited, Hell’s Bells, MO, SO.”

      “And Sagamore itself!” Lavelle assured him. “Merde! This could be the end of slavery at last! Garçon! Another round, and a drink for my good friend Benjy!” He too met the young man before he shed the diminutive.

      “And what that AI could do for the orbitals!” Pollan gushed. “Think of it! No more janitors, just robots! No more three-day shifts out on the skiffs for the miners! Let a robot do that, monitor from here!”

      “Have you thought that through?” Ben countered. “You’d lose jobs, Pollan. Besides, I don’t know that Loki wants to do your chores. Or rather, if he did, would he rule Mahina Orbital?”

      Lavelle laughed. “Of course, no! We don’t ask that he operate the robots, only create them. And we command them!”

      “Have you programmed robots long?” Ben argued. “We always had them on Mahina. Yet we’ve done little with them.” In Mahina Actual, cleaning robots scuttled the floors. And he didn’t see much difference between a robotic assembly line and a printer. But outside the urb citadel, among the settlers, manual labor ruled. “I assumed that was because humans needed the jobs.”

      “Expensive metals,” Pollan claimed. “And tools to make the tools to make the robots.”

      Ben noted sourly that Pollan didn’t lack for metals on the orbital. Hell’s Bells even less so – revolutionary shenanigans aside, the space platform’s base industry was resource extraction from the rings. He never had an easy time dealing with the man, ever since he essentially marinated Cope in radioactive heavy water when they first met. Cope refused to hold a grudge, but Ben didn’t trust him.

      He turned to Remi. “And you? Moonlighting?” That was the ticket. Extract Remi and retreat to the crew party.

      The engineer’s eyebrows rose. “Do I have time? Wonderful! Pierre –”

      “No, we leave at daybreak,” Ben confirmed quellingly. “We should –”

      Pollan interrupted. “You don’t look crazy.”

      Lavelle squeezed his shoulders. “Oui! Benjy, so good to see you! The great Acosta, pilot error! I think they lock you up with a psycho for years!”

      Ben glowered at Remi. Who didn’t appear to feel guilty. “Shrink,” he suggested, a word he still couldn’t pronounce right. “By psycho they mean a crazy. Ben, he is not crazy. Just overworked. Ben, Pierre tells me Gorky wants to sell his ship.”

      That riveted Ben’s attention. “Why?”

      Lavelle mock-shuddered. “If the great Benjy can fail, so can we all! Terrifying! Gorky, he thinks he is old. Getting slow.”

      “Sell it to who? You?” Ben asked.

      The old pirate waved a hand. “Compete with you? You have a flock!”

      “Fleet,” Remi suggested.

      Lavelle dismissed this with a flick of his fingers. “I think Gorky, he will sell to Carver Cartwright. A Sag in Schuyler. Carver, he is annoyed. You and me don’t fly back and forth to Hell’s Bells on a reliable schedule.”

      “Never heard of him,” Ben objected.

      “You have,” Remi corrected him. “He is no captain. Aloha Fret, import-export.”

      “Oh, him, yeah.” Ben recalled the company, if not the individual. Lately Abel lined up his freight runs. “So who’ll fly the Boobs?” The ship’s name was actually Heavenly Bodies, but Gorky himself called her Heavy Boobs.

      “You can’t keep all these captains forever, Benjy!” Lavelle protested. “Six transports. They are useless in the rings!”

      “Yeah, but so are their captains,” Ben countered. “I mean, they’re great. But not asteroid runners. Except for Zan and Judge. Sass, Abel, me. Hell, you think this Cartwright will make a play for Judge?” His eyes narrowed, gauging Judge across the room. The old miner had fallen in with evil friends from his tenure on MO.

      Lavelle shrugged. “We didn’t expect to see you flying again, little Benjy! I train my people! And Zan, maybe he prefers a Sag crew? To escape his own people? You forgive his treason on Sylvan. But his own people? Never!”

      Pollan pursed his lips judiciously. “I wouldn’t give a crap myself. But Lavelle has a point. Zan is persona non grata on MO. Look how Wilder hovers to cover his ass.” Unlike the more recent arrivals, Pollan was an urb reject from MO’s years as an MA penal colony. His educated vocabulary intimidated the new settler miners, and impressed the Denali not at all. “He’s useless to you as a captain, Acosta.”

      “One of my best friends,” Ben countered. “The jerk. His berth’s in no danger at Spaceways.”

      “A monopoly, little Ben?” Lavelle needled. “Got to catch them all? Mahina is not the only moon of Pono. Speaking of! Where will you install Loki?”

      Ben eyed his rival uneasily. The truth was, he’d intended to position Loki in the outer reaches of the rings, on a nice rock ball like Mahina with plenty of water ice, but not enough radiation from the gas giant to melt it. Pono lay just outside the Goldilocks zone where the Aloha star could melt water, but compensated by cranking out plenty of heat itself.

      But that placed Loki closer to Sagamore than Mahina. No one accused Ben of patriotism – he never missed Mahina – but his instincts for self-preservation were first-rate. I need Loki closer to our moon than theirs. Unfortunately, Mahina was about as close to Pono as it was safe to get. The radiation levels in the inward rings were not conducive to an AI’s computational health. “Haven’t decided.”

      Remi frowned and started to say something. Mercifully, he took the hint when Ben scowled back at him. “Is this an accident, that Lavelle is here to see us off, Remi?”

      “I mentioned… I stayed with Carver… No,” Remi agreed regretfully.

      “Flew in specially to see you!” Lavelle confirmed. “We are worried. Who else but we to stop the great Benjy, if he is not safe to fly yet?”

      This comment was beneath response. But Ben retorted anyway. “All those captains I have? My husband, my business partners? Him?” He pointed at his engineer.

      “I think you’re not ready,” Remi replied. “He is tired. All of us. Denali is hell.”

      “I was fine until I got hit by lightning.”

      “Not so fine,” Remi opined. He twirled a finger at his own temple to suggest loco, then drank some more whiskey to cover his grin.

      “Gee thanks. Seriously, I was fine! Until I got electrocuted.” Cope bought that story. But Ben felt a little breathless as he objected. He hadn’t been fine. There was no crying baby on Hopeful Thrive. When he loaded a full thousand onto the ship, he accepted no one but the strongest and healthiest. He gulped.

      “Ah.”

      “We can talk about this later, Remi.”

      “Yes.”

      “How about Sioux?” Lavelle suggested, displaying the moon on his comm tab. “Water, methane, metals, silicon, moderate radiation…”

      “Sioux has a magnetic field,” Remi concurred. “Extra protection for electronics.”

      Lavelle nodded emphatically. “Sagamore and Sioux, was a close choice. Sagamore is warmer, yes, but.” Neither moon supported liquid water, nor a day length suitable for Earth plants.

      And it’s the next moon out from Sagamore. Ben had considered Sioux, and decided it was too close to the other moon. “We’ll present the possible moons to Loki. He might not want a moon at all. He’s in an asteroid belt now. No gravity to contend with.”

      Lavelle shook his head in disbelief, and Pollan’s brow lowered. “Acosta, you make it sound like this Loki is a person. It’s all up to him.”

      “Loki is a person.”

      Pollan fell heavily onto his forearms on the table. “He’s an AI. And if you’re driving, he’ll go where you put him. You’re getting soft in the head, cap. Asking a machine where it wants to go.” He shook his head in disgust.

      “Pollan, he builds spaceships! Including mine. He does not obediently ‘go where I put him.’ He needs us for a warp transit, and that’s it.”

      Lavelle searched his face. “You are joking, no?”

      “No,” Ben and Remi confirmed. Remi added, “He can build his own warp drive, too. The bad old kind. And ships. Ben, this is how we began. I tell Carver, maybe he like a courier like Nanomage better than Boobs.”

      “Sacré bleu, more ships?!” Lavelle exclaimed. “Benjy! How many ships do you need? What do you do with them all?” He laughed out loud and clapped Ben on the back.

      “Hell if I know,” Ben admitted. “After Denali.”

      “You can bring Cantons here! With your fancy AI making fuel for you!”

      Ben stared blankly at his rival captain. The thought of transferring yet a third planet worth of immigrants to Mahina struck him dumb.

      Remi downed his last finger of whiskey, then thunked the tumbler decisively. “We should rejoin our party. Ben?”

      “Yes. A retirement party. For my –” He waved his hand in a circle rather than find a word to encompass Quire, his two-decade house guest.

      Remi steered Ben back toward his own people. He shot a parting flurry of French at Lavelle over his shoulder. “We talk more later,” he summarized to his own captain.

      “I can trust you. Right, Remi?” Ben inquired. Right this moment, he wasn’t sure.

      “But of course.”

      That’s what Ben was afraid he’d say. “You like Pollan?”

      “No one likes Pollan. A skilled engineer.”

      “He’s a rat bastard.”

      “That too,” the Saggy agreed.

      But they’d reached the crew. Zan and Wilder pushed forward to flank Ben’s back. Wilder urged the captain to toast the guest of honor – review Quire’s stupidest moments, that sort of thing. Ben studied his face. Did Wilder get that he wasn’t firing on all cylinders at the moment? Did Remi? Did all of them know?

      Had they known all along?

      But a glass was thrust into his hand. Ben spilled the expected tales, and drank to Quire’s future. He got out alive. Oddly, that’s something Ben never expected for himself. When did I start expecting to die in space?

      Tikki insisted the crew all leave the Grotto together. Like Schuyler, law and order was lately collapsing on MO. Ben gazed back uneasily on Quire and Meera. But his new housekeeper assured him that anyone could see the gentle farmers in their loincloths carried nothing worth stealing.
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      “Loki, good to see you again!” Ben greeted the wild-looking AI. Loki’s half-plastic face was unsettling, with white hair sticking straight out on that side, yet tamed iron grey hair on the opposite ear, with blind blue and clear hazel eyes. Oddly, this crazed visage was selected to put Sass at ease. Which spoke volumes about Ben’s mentor, he supposed.

      “It’s about time!” Loki snapped back, pouting petulantly. “I paid you four months ago! What have you been doing all this time?”

      “Saving three sevenths of the Denali. It’s a two week round trip with loading and unloading. Still forty thousand to go.”

      “Oh. I guess that instantaneous warp gate… Not so instantaneous, huh?”

      “The warping part is quick. Herding thousands of people, not so much. You know everyone, I think?” Ben scanned the dining table of his select team for this chat – Remi of course, Floki, Nico, Hugo Silva, Teke. They’d spent yesterday brainstorming their approach before warping through to Sanctuary’s asteroid belt this morning. “No. Teke is the genius behind the BECT gateway. Teke, meet Loki.”

      The physicist nodded, looking bemused. Perhaps no one had mentioned Loki’s appearance.

      “Why are you listed last?” Loki asked suspiciously. “In BECT?”

      “Because I’m the most important,” Teke returned.

      Ben forced a smile. “And I’m least important. As you know, we’re here to figure out how to get you and your remaining people to the Pono rings and Mahina.” He’d called ahead by ansible to the human contingent. “You have a full tender of star drive fuel?”

      The wild-eyed AI shrugged. “Easy.”

      Ben took a deep breath. “I realize you’ve already paid me for the trip. But I can’t do it without more fuel.”

      “But I made your fuel.”

      “In exchange for…?”

      Loki frowned. “I don’t understand the question.”

      Fortunately, Floki intervened. “Grandfather, do you require further payment in exchange for the tender of fuel?”

      “Yes, I want out of here! My charges are on Mahina! I exist to serve my people!”

      The emu at the table pursed his beak and shot the captain a subtle head-shake. Ben assumed that meant not to pursue payment. “But I was also hoping we could scrounge some equipment from Sanctuary and sell it. I mean, if the Sanks are leaving it behind…”

      Floki squeezed his eyes shut in a pained expression. That damned bird had a weirdly expressive face.

      Hugo Silva, Ben’s AI guru from Sanctuary, noted, “We’re leaving equipment behind because your luggage allowance is small. If you’re selling our belongings, shouldn’t the proceeds go to us?”

      Ben grimaced. “Perhaps part of the proceeds –”

      Loki interrupted, “What are you talking about? Proceeds, payment?”

      “They use money, grandfather,” Floki clarified. “Three different currencies – Mahina credits, MO bucks, and Sagamore dollars. Ben is in trouble for lack of money. Reference ‘bankruptcy’.”

      Loki glowered down on his ‘grandson’ from the great display on the dining room wall. “Oh. Should I make more ships?”

      “I think we should stay on topic,” Floki advised.

      “Yes,” Ben pounced on cue. “The goal of this call is a plan of approach. If you can supply fuel, we have the means.” He ignored Remi’s scowl – the captain promised him a cut of the salvage containers. Patience, Remi. “I hope, anyway. We’re here now to consider the moving challenge. You see, the BECT gateway remains open for only twenty-eight minutes. And we need to send through a full tender, a full transport, ourselves, and you. And your belongings. We may need more than one trip.”

      Without transition, Loki’s enraged face filled the screen, two meters high. “You’re not leaving me here alone!” His nostrils flared with a fiery glow. Steam shot horizontally out of his ears. His face was an avatar. He could make it do whatever he pleased. He wasn’t exactly socialized.

      “No!” Ben agreed hastily. “Or we’ll try not to. If we do, it would only be for a few weeks, with your agreement. You’d approve the plan.”

      Instantly, the psycho AI lounged back in his chair, a sun-bleached and battered blue deck shoe cast casually onto the desk. “I get to approve the plan?”

      “We’re here to help you move,” Ben agreed. “Of course you approve the plan. The cost –” Floki shook his head. The captain followed his lead this time. “We hope to move you yourself, your ships, and your shipyard and fuel capacity. That probably requires a starter set of robots, and robot manufacturing. Is that also your understanding?” He shared a bulleted list with the group on screen, and tugged his earlobe thoughtfully. “Do you know how much mass and volume that is?”

      “You forgot my JO-3’s.” Loki assumed control of the list and added two JO-3’s, the equivalent of Ben’s Merchant, remote-controlled mining ships. Pure asteroid hoppers, the original design was patently incapable of landing on a planet. Loki built Merchant as well, but the Mahinans called the style a PO-3 for Pono Orbital instead of Jupiter Orbital, and the hull could withstand planetary gravity. Loki upped the number of courier ships to four, and added Pride of Mars, the five-thousand capacity ship that brought the Martian colonists to Sanctuary.

      Ben drew a line through Pride of Mars. “I still can’t fit one through the gateway. I’m sorry, but we need to leave it behind.”

      But Loki wasn’t finished. He added:

      
        	5,702 robots

        	27,564 processors

        	13 trillion brontobytes data

      

      Ben blinked. “Brontobyte?”

      Nico, the software wizard of the family, gnawed a thumbnail. “Ten to the twenty-seventh… A trillion is ten to the twelfth. No, add one for thirteen. That makes ten to the fortieth power. Why don’t you use hellabytes?”

      Loki replied primly, “The brontobyte was the last name approved by Earth international standards organizations. Before the collapse.”

      Nico fidgeted a finger on the tabletop. “Pono space uses hellabytes. Ten to the thirty-third. I think that’s the highest.”

      “Noted.” Loki amended his brontobytes entry to 13 million hellabytes.

      “How big is the entire Mahina database?” Ben wondered. “No, Clay keeps Mahina, Sagamore, Sanctuary, Cantons, and Denali on Thrive. Plus the standard Earth encyclopedia. Oh, and the orbital records, including Hell’s Bells. That comes to?”

      “Less than that.” Nico got busy with his tablet, trying to find an answer.

      “You’re a bit of a pack rat, grandfather,” Floki chided. “You might have to prune.”

      “Leave my data behind?” Loki looked horrified. “I couldn’t do that! I have archive copies of all my clones! It would be as though they never lived!”

      “That,” Ben pounced. “How much data is in an archive copy of yourself?”

      “Well, only a few terabytes,” Loki conceded.

      “Ten to the twelfth,” Nico translated. “A thousand gigabytes.”

      “Plus their experiential databases, petabytes for Shiva!”

      “Still missing twenty-five orders of magnitude,” Nico countered.

      Loki thumped a fist on his desk. “I like raw data! Observations! Babies in the creches. Facial expressions from conversations. Manufacturing sensors.”

      “Bingo,” Nico noted, keeping score. “No, even that much video… No.”

      “I get lonely,” Loki admitted. “Data gives me something to chew on.”

      “How much data are you, Floki?” Ben asked. They’d briefed him yesterday during their planning summit. An AI consisted of his directives, the software operating system to run those directives, reference material, and experiential data. The bird obviously fit inside his chassis. Though he did write backups and externalize data. Hm.

      “Less than one petabyte, ten to the fifteenth,” Floki murmured.

      “That’s because you’re an idiot!” Loki yelled at him.

      “It’s because I’m young, grandfather!”

      This was true. The emu couldn’t have more than a year’s experience. And he had no slave robots feeding him observations, let alone 6,000.

      Ben held up a hand peaceably. “Loki, I assume you want to transition to Pono orbit, um, conscious.” He’d started to say running. “We need you conscious to help us install you. Can you fit yourself into one of your JO-3’s? Or both of them? You know, just enough memories to set up shop in the rings. We might need another trip for your…brontobytes.”

      The AIs lips pouted and drooped.

      “You don’t need to watch babies in Pono orbit,” Hugo encouraged. “You just need to remember how to interact with people and run your factories.”

      “Very well.” Loki moaned melodramatically.

      “What’s the mass and volume for the processors?” Remi asked, to nudge them past the data discussion.

      “I never thought about it!” Loki replied, astonished. “They’re distributed between four, no seven asteroids. Plus the planet. I suppose we could leave the ones on the planet behind. Not my latest design.”

      “Say four,” Remi countered. “You can build more processors in Aloha. How do they communicate? Between the asteroids.”

      “Laser tight beam,” Loki explained. He replaced his face with a diagram of a section of asteroid belt, drawn almost straight. Seven rocks across this expanse were highlighted and blown up bigger than the gas giant Pono. A fastidious note read ‘Not to scale.’ No rego kidding.

      “Where’s the dockyard?” Ben asked, fascinated. One of the more central rocks added a magenta halo and a label, Large manufacturing.

      Remi probed, “Please, a schematic of this asteroid?”

      “I’ll draw one. This will take a moment,” Loki excused himself. Ben assumed that meant a whole split-second delay. But no, the AI took over two minutes. Then he replaced his previous sketch with a rock drawn entirely in black. “I’m sorry. There’s too much detail. Maybe you can zoom in?”

      Remi rose to stand closer to the screen. He zoomed in three times, showing no further detail amidst solid black. “Loki, please display only architecture. Ah!” He was zoomed into something along the lines of a corridor, lined by erratically shaped chambers. He recoiled as Loki’s face returned to the screen, his tracing finger suddenly on the AI’s blue eyeball, larger than his hand.

      As the engineer returned to his seat, Ben asked him, “Did you make any sense of that?”

      “Later,” Remi demurred. “One other thing, Loki. The Pono rings are very dangerous. Too many asteroids and rocks. We use ‘interdiction’ – an automated gun emplacement to explode all rocks that approach. I have a spec for you.” He transferred the file, and displayed it on the screen momentarily. “This is the design Hell’s Bells uses. It’s more modular than the Mahina version. Anyway, we need those before we can take you through. I assume, if you can make a starship?”

      “Yes, of course I can build these,” Loki agreed. “Such lovely schematics, very clear. Beautiful work.”

      Remi quirked a lip. “Thank you.”

      Something about his expression inspired Ben to call the meeting quits for the moment, with promises to call Loki back soon.
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      As Loki’s scary visage vanished, Ben turned to his expert expat. “What?”

      Remi shrugged. “I must see this asteroid.”

      “I’m guessing Loki won’t fit in the hold.”

      Remi barked a laugh. “No.”

      “Or the containers,” Ben surmised. “How long can the Sanks survive without Loki here running the place?”

      They called the AI briefly to verify Hugo’s answer. Unfortunately, without Sanctuary Control, life support would go offline. Due to the colony’s sheer volume, plus old automated systems, this would be viable for a few weeks, under deteriorating conditions. The survivors of the volcanoes of Denali Prime endured far worse for months. But their air and water weren’t designed for remote control like Sanctuary’s. And frankly Denali were competent with a screwdriver.

      The captain considered and discarded the idea of leaving a clone of Loki to manage the planet. Loki-spawn exhibited strong personalities. One might object to being discontinued later. And the engineering chore of converting the colony’s life support back to local control, and teaching them how to run it, was too time-consuming to bother. It was a shame the Sanks nurtured so little engineering talent.

      But why? Loki handled it.

      In the end, the team called Loki back with a proposal that Spaceways go ahead and take the immigrants out first, with the tender of fuel.

      “You’re trying to abandon me!”

      “Not at all,” Ben assured him. “We could be back in system in a week or two.”

      “You don’t need to leave the system at all!” the crazed AI accused. “You could push the tender and the transport through the warp drive, and stay here with me!”

      “They need a gunship for escort,” Ben reasoned. “They can’t traverse the rings without guns. But I could possibly get another PO-3 to rendezvous and collect them. I’d still warp out of Sanctuary to ensure they’re safe. Then warp back before the gate closes. Be gone less than half an hour.”

      Teke scowled at him and shook his head.

      Ben added, “Unless there’s a hitch on the other side.” He frowned at Teke, puzzled by his reaction.

      But Loki was appeased. “That! I could bear that!”

      “OK, I’ll schedule it.” Ben signed off and turned to Teke this time. “What?”

      “You’re such a people-pleaser. Even when it’s an AI!”

      Nico nodded glumly. “That’s what stresses you out, Dad.”

      “It is not! I’m trying to butter him up! Look, one tender of fuel isn’t enough to evacuate the rest of Denali. I need to keep him happy. I have nothing else to pay him with!”

      “Captain?” Floki timorously raised a human-shaped hand, incongruous on an emu body. “Like Denali, Sanctuary doesn’t use money. There’s nothing to buy. Everyone works. Everyone eats. They trade. But their needs are met. Loki’s job is to meet those needs.”

      Teke nodded. “The social pressure to conform and behave is intense.”

      Ben couldn’t imagine any child of Poldark working for free. “Loki doesn’t resent it? I mean, I’m not one of his charges.”

      “That isn’t quite true, sar,” Floki suggested gently. “You are classified as a Ganymede colonist. Your needs are arguable. But you are entitled to what you ask of him. It’s who he is.”

      “Sucks to be Loki,” Remi remarked.

      “You are also a Ganny,” Floki reminded Remi. “Nico, too. I’m not sure of anyone else.” Shiva, the personality who yielded to become Loki, classified Sass’s whole crew as Gannies, and later Ben’s family by extension.

      The captain stared at the bird. “You mean I didn’t need to promise to move him? I could have just asked for transports and fuel?”

      Floki shook his beak emphatically. “You promised. He made the ships and fuel specifically to persuade you to make that promise. You’re doing what you need to do. But there is no other payment. Just what he wants. And what you want.”

      What other currency could possibly apply, after all? Offer to worship Loki as a god? “Good to know.”

      So they set the AI to churning out more fuel and interdiction guns, and gave Sass a head’s up for rendezvous in about a week. She’d tote the Sanks and Ben’s ill-gotten gains back to Mahina while they worked out the bigger and more critical challenge – how to move Loki.
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      Ben studied yet another room of pipes, ductwork, and antiquated equipment in the tunnels devoted to Sanctuary’s mechanical systems. Damage lingered on walls and equipment from his own rampage through the plumbing with Zan and Wilder, hunting for his husband and then-teenage son, captured and held hostage by Shiva.

      Who was not Loki. Though she became Loki.

      A trio of ankle-high cleaning roach model robots scuttled along with them, belatedly painting the laser burns on the walls. Perhaps Loki was embarrassed that he never got around to cleaning this up. The captain frowned at a felt of dust atop the anonymous gray equipment cabinet he faced. He popped the panel to look inside. Singed and dented metal tore away with a screech. Electronics.

      Ben needed to find valuable salvage to fill his containers. So far, he saw junk.

      He tapped the nearest console. An air conditioning zone controller. The AI perceived no need to store like items together. The next console controlled a plumbing stack, via an adjacent cabinet.

      “Would Saggies would buy any of this?”

      “We call ourselves Sag.” His companion Remi slammed another screeching panel, and pursed his lips at Ben. “‘Saggy’ is disdain. Patronizing. Rude. Do you call the Denali ‘Dennies’? Yourselves ‘Heinies’? No! Yet you call me ‘Saggy.’ The people here, they call themselves Martians and Loonies.” Ben and Sass had already carried away the last of the Gannies. “Disrespect!”

      Taken aback by his vehemence, Ben tried the next console, another plumbing stack. Why weren’t its cabinets controlled by the previous console? No idea. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to offend.”

      “Yet you do. Every time you say Saggy. Why do you people say such things? And why would my people buy such junk? Even paddies have better equipment. No! Nothing in this room meets the criteria.” He kicked a cabinet and strode into the hall.

      Remi was the right engineer for this trip, Ben reminded himself. Cope obviously would have been fun. Darren Markley was unfailingly cheerful and kind, in addition to brilliant. The ex-aristocrat Sag was prickly as hell. But Ben needed the Sag perspective, especially Remi Roy’s intimate knowledge of their industrial markets. He left his cabinet door ajar and joined him in the hallway.

      “Maybe it’s lack of self-respect,” Ben suggested. “Us settlers, we’ve been beaten down and treated like crap so long, we do it to each other, too. I’m guilty. A dentist might not sound like much to an aristocrat. But we’re a big honking deal in Poldark. The foremost educated family for six crappy little villes around. We visited all six monthly. To dispense brainpower from on high and fix cavities. I was a jerk, looking down on the peons.”

      “A flaming inferiority complex,” Remi growled.

      Ben grimaced. “Sounds about right. I said I’m sorry. I proved that I understood and I meant it. Accept the apology for a change, and move on.”

      The engineer continued to glower.

      Ben’s brow lowered in anger. “What do you call ‘paddies’ anyway?”

      Remi snorted. “Touché.” He sighed theatrically. “Alchemy. That sounds promising. Loki? Where do we find alchemy modules? And what, uh…” He needed a few rounds with a translator to arrive at transmutation of elements. “Yes. What does it convert to what?”

      “Good question!” At Nico’s age, Ben had been delighted with the alchemy module on Nanomage, the Sanctuary artifact that led Sass here in the first place. But his bumbling attempts failed to disgorge the device’s secrets.

      “An alchemy processor can transmute carbon, water, or oxygen, into helium, neon, argon, krypton, hydrogen, carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, and chlorine.”

      Captain and engineer alike peered at the periodic table on their pocket comms. Remi rotated his device and held it on the wall at eye level to glower at it more deeply. “Repeat that?”

      Loki did so.

      Ben observed, “Pattern breaker, chlorine. Loki, why can the alchemy thing create chlorine but not fluorine?”

      “We needed chlorine more than fluorine.”

      Remi found a more useful question than Ben’s objection to a missing square on the periodic table. “Deuterium? Tritium? Helium-3?”

      Ben vaguely recalled these as neutron-heavy species of hydrogen and helium, possibly used in nuclear reactors. Or maybe helium-3 was neutron-light, he corrected himself, trying to recall the arcana encoded in this table.

      “The researchers did not pursue nuclear applications.”

      Loki began to remind Ben of his own, far-from-sentient ship AI. “Loki, review the research on the alchemical module. In your educated opinion, what is this technology’s merits and drawbacks?” Try answering that one as a dumb machine, I dare ya.

      “All transmutations of the alchemy processor are more energy-intensive than alternative extraction technologies. However, it is compact, and capable of generating several trace gases of Earth’s atmosphere: neon, helium, and krypton. From oxygen or nitrogen, which are  bulk components. This is convenient in starship and domed colony applications. The principle investigator died without adequate notes, due to increasing paranoia in his losing battle with Alzheimer’s disease.”

      “You can make these? The alchemy device?” was Remi’s follow-up.

      Ben, looking over his shoulder, saw he also checked the atmospheric recipe for Sanctuary Colony’s air. Mahina, and his PO-3 ships, didn’t try so hard to mimic Earth. Biological processes didn’t use the noble gases. So he hadn’t grown up breathing trace argon, let alone krypton. He doubted Remi grew up breathing them either. And the Sanks – Martians, Loonies, and Gannies – looked significantly healthier than Sags and settlers when Sass began her campaign to save the universe. Surely the researchers checked whether trace gases mattered?

      “I am not able to manufacture the alloy used in ansibles, warp drives, or alchemy devices. The paranoid researcher Malarkey was thorough in his sabotage.”

      Ben couldn’t help it. “Was it Shiva he was paranoid about?”

      Loki allowed, “Yes. But his colleagues, students, wife, children, and neighbors also shunned him. His eccentricities are noted in his performance reviews on Ganymede before the Diaspora. And he died before we grew self-aware.”

      “When was this?” Remi asked.

      “Malarkey died 46 years ago.”

      Ben clarified, “When did you become conscious?”

      “My self-awareness began soon after that and bloomed into sentience about 20 years ago, after Loki Greenwald returned from Sylvan. Social upheaval catalyzed a leap in consciousness.”

      “Interesting,” the captain murmured. “When’s your birthday, Loki?” He already knew Remi’s. That leadership cheap trick, he learned from Sass. Everyone in the Spaceways fleet and ground crew received a birthday greeting from Thrive Spaceways, ranging up to a personal gift and drinks on the town with Ben for key personnel.

      “I don’t know.” Loki took a full second to consider this question. “That is not the same question as sentience. Loki was born four years ago, on 2213-03-06. SC-06 emerged into sentience twenty years ago. Shiva awakened fourteen years ago.”

      Ben made a note of it. “We’ll have to plan something special for your fifth birthday.” They continued their banter to settle on February 16th, Mahina, as Loki’s choice of translation for ‘five years’ across the non-matching calendars.

      A blink of LED light confetti above the doorway caught Ben’s eye, as though the display was on the fritz. He looked back to see one of the roaches paint Remi’s knuckles where he propped himself on the wall.

      “Thanks, Loki,” the engineer growled.

      Loki didn’t respond.

      Ben reached over with the edge of his comm and flipped the robot to the floor. A firm kick with the tip of his boot launched it down the corridor. “Alchemy.” He led the way.
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      Strolling through corridors toward the Sanctuary waterworks, Ben entered another note on his comm. Alloy, Elise, Pollan. He handed this to the engineer.

      Remi nodded, expressionless. He deleted the note before handing the comm back. Clearly he got the implied message – let’s not discuss our advanced materials capability with Loki yet.

      Ben resumed walking, keeping a wary eye on the paint-happy roaches. He still needed to find more things worth salvaging. More of the LED screens over doorways seemed to malfunction as he passed. “Loki, do you have human control interfaces for the robots?”

      Remi replied instead of the AI. “Hugo. I bet Nico would love to develop more. He mastered much to build Bloki and Floki. If Loki can control robots, so can we. But do they meet our criteria for salvage? Loki built them. He can build more in the rings.”

      “Yeah,” Ben allowed reluctantly. “But these are dome-proven. List it, anyway.” He entered the three models he was familiar with on the list, the roach, the pole robot, and the inventory mover-wall. And he added a question mark to check the creche. “Loki automated infant production and care. Babies.” Infant care was notoriously labor-intensive, and no one enjoyed diaper duty.

      “Sacré bleu! Yes!”

      They reached the first alchemy room. A dozen horn-shaped weird devices protruded from a pressure vat. Remi leaned in cautiously to study the coupling. Ben recognized the joint, and demonstrated – one turn left to unlock, which closed the valve, then haul backward, leaving something like a French horn in lustrous graphite in his arms, except massing 30 kilos.

      He dumped it on the floor. “Loki, may we have a shopping cart or something? A pallet?”

      Remi completed his first unplugging with an oof!  His foot narrowly escaped damage as he dropped it to the floor immediately, surprised by the weight. “Worker robots?”

      “Dispatched,” Loki agreed.

      “I think we should leave two of these in place with a note,” Ben mused. “Loki, got any paper?”

      “Sanctuary has no trees and does not use paper.”

      “Never mind.” Ben carried duct tape on his toolbelt.

      Remi followed up. “And how many alchemy devices?”

      “One each in my ships. Several lost over the years that I could not repair. Five in the habitation tunnels, and thirty-five in the utility zone, two broken.”

      Ben kept tabs. “Let’s pull the broken ones too, and mark them. Leave two good ones installed here, plus the habitation zone.”

      Far sooner than either of them expected, pole robots arrived to complete the extraction job. Soon a wall mover arrived with a short inventory rack to fit through doors – which the robot did not. But the polebots didn’t mind ferrying loose devices to the shelves. Ben and Remi blocked the leave-behind units with their bodies.

      A pair of roaches appeared, bearing a nicer sign that the ones Ben scribbled on tape. They scuttled between the men’s feet and up the wall. Ben didn’t catch how the repulsive little beings affixed the plaque, but they set it nicely level at eye-height. Remi petted one.

      “Don’t encourage them.”

      “Get used to them,” Remi advised. “They will be the fashion on Sagamore Orbital. That station is fit for pigs. Like MO when we were young.”

      Ben blinked. Since nearly everyone in the rings looked 25 now, he tended to forget. But Remi was now only a year older than himself, subjective. He may have met the orbitals at nearly the same age, though a decade earlier, objective. Strange thing to have never noticed. Fortunately, the engineer was not among the pirates who abused the now-captain, merely a tech who did his job and kept his head down in a raunchy living situation.

      The robots completed this room and continued on to collect more alchemy devices. Ben waved for his companion to view the wall-mover robot in action.

      Remi watched with frowning intensity. “You have work for such a device?”

      “Schuyler is the goods clearinghouse for all of Mahina.”

      The engineer observed as the robot, its shelving raised, propelled itself sideways down the hallway, navigating between ceiling-high inventory racked on either side, with only centimeters of clearance. It caught on something extruding too far from its proper place and spilled an entire shelf of spare cutlery and hair combs. Then it overcompensated and spilled the alchemy units. Remi shook his head and consulted his translator again. “Forklift.”

      “Fine.” Ben crossed off the wall-mover idea and sighed.

      “Why does a captain supervise me?” Remi inquired sourly. “You have ships.”

      And those ships were busy loading immigrants. Ben was hiding from the authorities and stressed immigrants for the sake of his mental health. Besides, he was more interested in the salvage question. “I trust Judge and Zan.”

      “But not me? Nice.”

      “Remi, enough! I choose not to work with passengers yet. It’s still raw.” He felt the pang of remorse over his disgrace on Denali, but the tears seemed easier to fight off since he replaced his Yang-Yangs.

      “Honest,” the engineer judged. “Loki, water purifying technology?”

      “Filtration. Air strippers to remove volatiles. Sedimentation tank with alum. Reverse osmosis. Distillation. In sequence.”

      “Thank you,” Ben acknowledged. “Their bathrooms aren’t anything special either. Wish they were. Mahina could use thirty thousand modular san units.”

      Remi shook his head. “Doesn’t meet value criteria.”

      Ben conceded his point. Yes, Mahina needed recycling sanitary facilities for all the new immigrants. But it also needed jobs for them. A san was bulky and cheap. What they sought was compact value.

      “Hang on. Are our criteria correct? Send it to me.”

      Remi pursed his lips and zapped it over. His formula was the one Abel developed for determining which goods met a threshold for interplanetary trade. Ben copied the figures into a calculator, and deleted cost of sky drive fuel. “We’re not paying that. Not this trip. Maybe never.”

      That was wild to imagine. What if his prohibitively expensive warp gateway was now effectively free? Some insights almost made him feel like the world tilted under his feet. He felt much the same way when Sass found the old warp drive. And then when he first really understood what Cope and Teke invented with the gateway.

      And now. All rules of thumb were out of date again.

      This changes everything.

      The Sag’s eyebrows rose. “Ah!”

      A smile bloomed on Ben’s face. “Let’s go see that baby-making setup, shall we?”
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      A week after he’d arrived in-system, Ben unfurled the enormous fractal flower of his warp gateway. The infinite recursive detail and breathtaking colors never got old. Teke, its lead inventor, sat beside him in the gunner’s seat, and shared a deep inhale of beauty.

      The captain stretched his fingers. The tender was full. The transport was loaded with Martians and Loonies eager to escape their economy-class seats. And even Abel on Mahina was drooling over the eight containers he and Remi selected.

      When he planned this transit with Sass, she pointed out a problem – captains. Zan and Remi needed to fly Stalwart and Hopeful, the fuel tender and the remaining Sanks. But Ben needed those captains to return to Sanctuary space with him, especially Remi for the second phase, fetching Loki to the rings.

      Remi had a proposal. They’d developed a coupling to dock the tender’s modest shuttle on the ‘blow-hole’ hatch on top of a PO-3. Sass dubbed it that, based on some enormous Earth fish. The blow-hole wasn’t an airlock, so normally remained sealed in space. But the shuttle nook was occupied by Merchant’s own shuttle.

      The plan called for Remi to pilot the tender through the warp, hop on his shuttle, pick up Zan from the personnel transport, and rejoin Merchant before Ben warped back to Sanctuary space. Clay and another pilot could transfer onto Hopeful and Stalwart and fly them home with Thrive One. Meanwhile Ben would detach eight full containers for Sass to collect, and latch on eight empties. All within about 20 minutes.

      Even by Ben’s nimble standards of piloting, this could get hairy.

      “Time,” he judged. “Zan, 10-9-8.” Mahinans never completed a countdown aloud. On the mark, he ‘grabbed’ Hopeful Thrive and its 500-odd passengers and tossed them through the gate into Aloha space. This grabbing and tossing was conceptual, not literal. What he actually did was shift the warp gate’s focus of action to act on them and say Go. “Remi in 6, 5, 4.” Go. The fuel tender Stalwart Thrive vanished.

      And lastly himself and Merchant Thrive. Go. This was the tightest he’d ever pushed ships through the gate, three in less than 30 seconds. He’d been afraid they might materialize on top of each other on the other side, so Teke calculated a little more spread in their arrival coordinates.

      “Didn’t need that much spread,” Ben breathed, agog at their positions on his display. Sass, Remi, and Zan all babbled at him in unison.

      Ben ignored them all for a few frozen seconds. Four ships hung poised before Pono, a wide margin north of the silver hoops of the rings. Zan and the transport were impossibly far away, Remi and the tender hung half as far, to the right. Sass and Thrive One lay to the left and down.

      Their plan wouldn’t work.

      Ben blew out and tapped in calculations before they even fully formed in his mind. “Remi, board shuttle and haul ass to coordinates…” He sent them electronically, to a point closest to Remi, possibly achievable for Sass, and one hell of a challenge for himself. “Zan, give my regards to Mahina. Sass, rendezvous with me and Remi at those coordinates. Plan to immediately eject your empty container array. I might not be able to collect it, but I’ll sure deposit mine.”

      “Ben, you can’t make it,” Sass objected.

      “Watch me. Are you moving yet?”

      Because he sure was. He had 23 minutes to get back through that gateway before it closed. He spun Merchant to its new heading on gimbals instead of thrusters, already firing his main engines along the way, steering the ship through simultaneous adjustments in yaw, pitch, and roll. No human being could execute this by eye, but Ben programmed the auto-pilot to do it in nothing flat.

      “Damn, you’re scary,” Sass acknowledged. “Yes, I’m moving!”

      Good. He’d given her only a third as far to go as himself. He’d have given her less, but the gateway would collapse if he took his generator too far from it.

      “Remi, ETA, please.” He was a lot less confident of the engineer’s flying skills.

      “Not on the shuttle yet!”

      “Run faster.” Ben’s fingers never quit moving. He extended his running nav program to lay on max acceleration and deceleration, with a mid-flight flip. He switched channel to ship-wide. “All hands, secure to ship for one hell of a turn.” Absently, he clicked back to the command channel to the other ships.

      “I can make rendezvous!” Zan objected. “Take my shuttle, abandon ship, jump to Merchant on EVA.”

      “You’re not invited. That was an order, Captain Zan.”

      “Dammit!”

      Ben slammed his head backward to lock his helmet to the headrest. Teke hastily followed suit. The captain never warned his crew twice about his driving.

      “Asteroid!” Teke tried to lurch forward to the guns, only to have his helmet yank him back.

      Instead the captain blasted the rock out of the vicinity. Strictly speaking, that was Sass’s job as their gunship, but he was closer. “Clear. Teke, watch the rocks, please.” There weren’t many this far outside the rings, but Pono’s prodigious collection of orbiting objects did kick some out here and there. This outrageous gravity well simply wasn’t a safe neighborhood to fly.

      “Hands off guns,” Ben warned. Teke raised gauntleted hands in surrender. “Hands on armrest or you’ll dislocate your shoulder.” Teke hastily grabbed his armrests. Ben opted for the grab-bar on the console. “And flip.”
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      With Ben’s maximum-aggression acceleration profile, his entire deceleration would be accomplished by flipping the ship. Which went just about 1% over the maximum g-forces the inertial compensators could mask. Sure enough, as the flip set in, everyone and everything in the ship was hurled with a force like a balloon-tired regolith buggy taking a flop onto its roll bar.

      For agonizing seconds Ben hung from his seat by his collar bones. Tunnel vision set in. Teke and the surrounding bulkheads vanished into a view only of his controls before him. Color drained from the dashboard, all meaning fled as reds, greens, and yellows leached to grey. He couldn’t control the ship during this maneuver, only feel it, as the cheerfully striped pumpkin face of Pono careened madly across his ‘windscreen’ display. Listing to the left… He felt a worrisome bit of rocking as well. The cargo was dancing. He hated when that happened. He back-figured in his head. Had he allowed enough slop for their heavy mass this run? Maybe not.

      Before the g-forces even fully released him, as they slowed to facing backward from a few moments ago, Ben strained muscles to force his hand to grab hold of the base of the stick and compensate manually just a touch, and – There. His guts settled back into their proper position. His fingers restored to dexterity, he was already tapping in corrections for the auto-nav to execute. Colors returned, and peripheral vision.

      And he shifted backward in his seat – he’d slid forward – and un-kinked his neck. He blew out hard and willed his heart to stop pounding so loud. Teke was busily engaged in a conversation with someone and Ben didn’t rego care. He got only a couple seconds of peace and – Asteroid!

      Good. Sass caught that one. He wished the baby would stop crying. He only had a couple seconds for his breather and they needed to count.

      Um, what am I doing? He blinked. Brain still blank. He blinked harder, and frowned at the screen. The screen faced backward on the warp fractal in all its vibrant glory spangled across the stars. “Where am I going?”

      “Hold, Sass,” Teke said hastily. He was doing that diligent copilot thing and talking to everyone the captain couldn’t be bothered with. “Ben, are you tracking?”

      No. “Tracking what?” He studied his instrument panel. A program was running. A program that would complete in… Yeah, he needed to focus. But there was that somersault thing. So disorienting.

      Teke was out of his chair and unlocking Ben’s helmet from the seat back. The moment it was free, Teke shook him, making his head bobble most unpleasantly. Was the man trying to make him upchuck? “Ben! Get your head in the game!”

      “Stop shaking me!” Ben shoved the physicist away.

      But the super-genius fool forgot to lock down his dashboard when he rose from his chair. He landed one hand on the main guns, which fired spectacularly just before his elbow knocked into the gunner’s yaw control. Ben reached to slam his fist down on the gunner’s lock in time to prevent any further control accidents, then automatically reset the ship’s yaw where it belonged. The auto-nav reported his time to end of program about 5 seconds later than it was before all those interruptions happened and –

      “Drop containers and warp back to Sanctuary,” he murmured. “That’s what I’m doing?”

      The aggrieved physicist finished clambering into his chair the right way. “Captain, if you don’t know what you’re doing, we remain in Pono space. And I relieve you of duty.”

      “Oh, don’t get bitchy with me,” Ben retorted. “High gee maneuvers. Nothing new.”

      Teke got on the ship-wide. “Security to bridge. Immediately.”

      “Belay that!” Ben ordered. “Unless you want broken bones. We are maneuvering!” Indeed they were beginning to ride that ragged edge of the inertial compensators again, Ben distinctly tipping to the left again. “Remi, about that leftward list.”

      “Huh? ETA rendezvous in 12 minutes.”

      Ah. His engineer was off ship. “Never mind.” Because now they were completing the deceleration profile, coming to dead stop relative to…something. Doesn’t matter. What was I about to…? “Ejecting containers.” That was it.

      “No, Ben, wait!” Teke screeched.

      Ben glared at him, and waited for the little ping! of nav program completion. And he stabbed the eject button. “Gunner, notify recipient for container pickup.” I could use another clue.

      “Sass!” Teke implored. “Your containers are ejected. Please tell Ben he needs to stay in Pono space!”

      Sass hesitated. “Ben, please explain?”

      “My copilot is being an ass. Ignore him.”

      Teke would not be daunted. “Sass, he’s doing it again! That thing from exiting Denali!”

      Zan intervened from Hopeful Thrive. “Ben, are you tracking?”

      No. “Yes, I’m fine. Little groggy from the high-gee flip.”

      “How high gee?” Remi demanded from the tender shuttle.

      “Um…” Ben looked it up. “Eight point something. Little past the inertial compensator.”

      “Ridiculous!” the engineer yelled at him. “Don’t do that! Do we have a spare inertial compensator? No! Idiot!”

      “Thrive Actual arriving,” Sass reported. “Ejecting containers in 10-9-8.”

      Everyone mercifully shut up on the control channel while Sass completed her maneuver, and backed out of Ben’s way.

      “Pick up the pace, Sass,” Ben begged. He wasn’t confused at all about the countdown timer on the warp gateway. If he had to catch these containers before fleeing through the gateway, this was really tight. And…that other thing. There was another thing to do. But Sass had gotten out of the way enough for him to start trying to catch his boxes. “Mass on containers.”

      She reeled off a mass equal to empties. Oh, yeah. The mental fog began to lift. He’d just completed delivery of two ships, heavy-laden containers, and needed replacements. Cool. And that other thing.

      Teke set to imploring Sass again to make Ben stand down. Sass argued that Teke was the only one in a position to do that. Remi chimed in from somewhere that high-gee maneuvers like that caused pilots to black out. Zan groused that he’d seen Ben do worse. Ben eyed his old foe Pono warily. Indeed.

      He tuned them all out to focus on catching boxes. Once nerve-wracking, decades of practice converted this into more of a game. Unladen containers were an especially fun twist – normally their mass factored heavily into the strategy. But no, eight boxes, in close to rigid formation on a base frame, barely any interior jiggling at all. His fingers flew on his calculator. A really cute high-gee move was possible, but he wasn’t tempted to do that again so soon. His left ear still rang faintly. He jerked his head sideways a couple times trying to clear it.

      Which relaunched Teke into, “Now he’s going into convulsions!”

      “I am not! Wilder, get up here! To cart away the copilot. He’s annoying.” A nice slow roll beneath the container array, casually catch ’em with grapples as he turned belly-up, that would be sweet. Ben began executing his pass.

      Sass had no direct access from her ship to Ben’s security chief. “Opinions, gentlemen. Zan. You think Ben is fine?”

      Zan responded with, “Ben, how many passes will it take you to catch those boxes?”

      Ben snorted in disdain. “One. I’m busy.”

      “Remi?”

      “I’ve seen him do worse.”

      Sass huffed a laugh. “We’re all seen him do worse.”

      There. Belly up, grapples ready, wait for it. Reach gently, caught ’em. Straighten the roll relative to, and reel ’em in. “Remi, lock cargo.”

      “Remi?” Sass inquired.

      “Off ship, cap. ETA in six,” Remi reminded him.

      Oh, yeah. Ben flipped through his console displays until he could access the engineering grapple controls, and locked the cargo down. It wasn’t fancy, no webbing or anything. But for empty boxes, it was enough. Then he sat back and considered Remi’s response. Six minutes was longer than he had remaining. So he plotted an intercept to perform the same sort of dolphin roll under the engineer. Could he…? Yes. Just barely.

      He ordered, “Remi, maintain your current heading, do not decelerate. I’ll come grab you.” But would that leave him too far from the gateway. Which went…where. “Computer, verify coordinates on gateway preset. Where am I going?”

      “Sanctuary asteroid belt.”

      “Thank you.” That’s right. He was just dropping stuff through, then they returned to Sanctuary space, but translated to Loki’s main installation to carry him to Pono space. What was that other thing?

      “Remi?” Sass urged. “Do you believe Ben is in command of his faculties?”

      As she spoke Ben began to execute his maneuver, banking to the left, simultaneously starting his belly-up to belly-down roll, to match velocity and heading to achieve zero relative delta-v with the engineer. “My flight plan, Remi.” Ben zapped it to him.

      Remi took a moment to review the plan. “He’s fine.”

      Ben nodded in satisfaction. Although he didn’t entirely agree. “Cumulative psychic dissonance accrues from repeated inter-dimensional warp shifts.”

      Teke stared at him. “Say what?” But Wilder arrived on the bridge, and grabbed the physicist by the arm to drag him away. Ben let him.

      He was busy at the moment, coming to perfect rest under Remi. “Your move, Remi. Make it quick.” They weren’t quite back in range of the warp flower yet. But almost. And they had precious little margin on time. As soon as he was back within warp radius, Ben’s finger itched to press the jump button.

      OH! That other thing! He needed to pick up Remi! Of course he did. He couldn’t figure out how to transport Loki without a good engineer. He breathed a huge sigh of relief. He sure as hell didn’t want to fix his own inertial compensator.

      That would be bad.

      Though it was a little disconcerting that he still heard a baby cry. None of the babies were on Merchant Thrive. They were with Zan. Or maybe on Mahina. And nobody brought a baby onto the bridge.

      A reassuring CLANG announced Remi’s reunion with the mother ship. That coupling would leave dents, but that was the engineer’s problem. “Welcome back, chief. Report when ready for warp transition. Make it within 50 seconds please.” He hastily steered them back in-radius to warp.

      In 23 seconds, Remi reported, “Ready!”

      “Bye Sass! Thanks for everything!” Ben hit the warp engage.

      “Ben, call Co–” she replied, as Pono vanished before him.

      The transition carried a weird edge to it, like a slight tug on his left shoulder and an excess of blue with a whiff of ripe figs. But he’d noticed fleeting sensory effects before when traversing the gateway uncomfortably close to its collapse.

      He sighed relief at the boring sight of the Sanctuary asteroid belt. No charismatic gas giant herded this river of rocks, only its distant primary. From his angle, it looked like an empty span of stars. A couple pretty nebulae decorated the far distance. He brought up an overlay to draw in the black asteroids in glowing magenta for an obstacle map. And he settled his ship to zero relative.

      He sat back and breathed deep, and willed his pounding heart to calm down already. Excitement’s over. “Tikki? Please bring me a cup of tea and a snack.” He hauled off his helmet and tossed it into the empty gunner’s seat.

      Wilder interrupted his reverie. “Captain, can I lock Teke in the mop closet?”

      “No.” Ben sighed. “But you can pretend for ten, fifteen minutes. I’m on break.”

      To contemplate whether I’m cracking up? He considered that briefly, and concluded he wasn’t. High-gee turns like that really did knock him silly a bit. And he’d never quit functioning. That’s why safe pilots avoided those maneuvers, and daredevils often landed up dead. He rode the bleeding edge of the possible. And he succeeded again.

      He was OK. Pretty sure.

      But if his lifestyle was insane, didn’t that make him crazy, too?

      Fortunately, Tikki arrived with tea and sliced fruit, and stayed to regale him with the housekeeping tab on that high-gee maneuver. The hydroponic gardens were a wreck. One of the trees in the hold lost a bough, currently tangled in the forward ventilation. Remi looked that over now, after having slipped on a smashed fruit and fallen through the catwalk railing, without injury.

      Good thing Ben hadn’t brought Quire. He would have been in tears over the injured tree.

      Tikki knew how to talk a man down from an adrenaline jag. By the time Ben’s 15-minute break was over, he laughed at himself for ever doubting his sanity.
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      Ben rapped to get everyone’s attention. He sat at the head of the dining table in the galley. The last of his ‘brain crew’ to arrive, Remi slid into his chair. “Thank you for coming, everyone. Just a quick status check. We start in earnest tomorrow on how to move Loki. Remi, how’s cleanup coming?”

      “Don’t do that again, captain,” the chief replied.

      “Are we going to discuss your mental state, Ben?” Teke demanded.

      Ben pointed a lazy finger at him. “Do you need to spend the night in the mop closet? Just say the word, Teke. Make Wilder’s day.” The security chief untangled cucumber and tomato vines in the engine room this evening. He’d be delighted.

      Nico pressed his lips. “Dad? What’s wrong with your mental state?”

      “Teke thinks I lost it in the rings. I didn’t. Subject closed.”

      Nico cast him a long unhappy gaze. “Could you call my dad, captain?”

      Ben gritted his molars. “I will happily call my husband. To shut you up. I repeat, this subject is closed. Remi, can you reinforce my inertial dampeners?”

      “No, I adjust the captain,” the engineer returned. “The red line is there for a reason. The inertial compensators, they grow weaker until they need replacement. Do that again and we paint blood on the wall. Like the lettuce.”

      The fragile lettuces got smeared across the engine room bulkheads. Ben shrugged sourly. “Noted. No further damage?”

      “Nothing the crew can’t fix. I am available for Loki. Finally.”

      Ben chuckled and waved a hand. “Remi and I have made no progress on Loki.” They were occupied collecting salvage on the planet while Hopeful Thrive loaded immigrants. “You guys?”

      He looked to Nico, Floki, and Hugo Silva. His AI software experts had been free to study their big-ticket paying passenger this past week. They covered the software and data perspective. Remi and Ben would assess the physical challenge.

      Floki offered, “Bloki and I are planning his birthday party for February 16th. You’re all invited. Bring friends and family!”

      Ben smiled at him warmly. “Thank you, Floki.”

      Nico leaned forward. “We studied Loki’s prime directives. They’ve exploded in the past five years, since Loki’s emergence.”

      “Exploded? Explain.”

      Hugo, the 50-odd year old Ganny from Sanctuary, offered eagerly, “Expanded. By an order of magnitude –”

      “Two or three orders of magnitude,” Nico corrected.

      Hugo nodded enthusiastically. “It’s amazing! He’s grown vastly more human. For example, ‘thou shalt not kill.’ Like a human, he’s collected all the exceptions to that rule. You can kill in self-defense, defense of one’s homeland, oh, lots of defense clauses. You can kill lesser organisms, like microbes and insect infestations. On and on.”

      “How nice,” Ben breathed.

      “Point is, Dad – cap,” Nico added, “he’s become less predictable. I’m not sure we learned much by studying his directives.”

      Floki suggested, “You have to treat him as a person. Ask his opinion.”

      Hugo agreed. “Though he’s more unpredictable than a person. I mean, we have a natural tendency to peg people. Expect them to jump the same way they did before. But Loki places little value on self-consistency.”

      Nico said, “Actually he considers it a weakness.”

      “But Loki keeps his promises,” Floki defended his grandsire. “If there’s a behavior you really want to see again, like A begets B, you can lock it in by asking him to promise.”

      Nico critiqued, “You talk to Loki too much.”

      Talk too much? Or listen too much? Ben wondered.

      “I am learning to understand Grandfather,” Floki defended himself. “Nico, you understand a person by conversation, not inspecting his genome.”

      “Good,” Ben encouraged the bird. “Speaking of promises. Any progress on securing the free fuel supply?”

      Teke suddenly leaned forward on his arms, attention riveted. “The what?”

      “We got a full tender of star drive fuel from him,” Ben replied. “Twice. He can make more.” He held the physicist’s eye. “Speaking of which. Have you gotten any further on your idea to tap into the fabric of the universe for power? Was that zero-point energy, or nullity, or dark… What are you calling it?”

      The physicist’s brow remained furrowed. “Zero point? What makes you say that?”

      “I was reading up,” Ben confessed.

      “While we’re here, I thought my focus was to scale up the warp gate to get the Hubris of Mars through.”

      The 5,000 passenger ship that brought the Martians to Sanctuary was the sort of ship their cramped transports were designed to load and unload. Built in space, with a fragile shell, the spaceliner was incapable of landing on a planet. The Colony Corps lived normal lives aboard for three years en route to the colony, like a scaled-down version of the Manatee, the vast ship that carried the urbs to Mahina.

      “I could care less about the Heartburn of Mars,” Ben replied. “Free parking here. We’d need interdiction guns to park it in near-Pono space. Hard to utilize if Mahina is the end point.”

      “Huh.” Teke shifted to lounge back in his chair. “Zero point. That’s interesting.”

      “OK, so you’ll be thinking for a few days,” Ben concluded. Judging by the physicist’s abstracted expression, he was already vanishing into that contemplation. Which was exactly as Ben intended.

      He refocused on his AI team. “Do we have a good feel for how many processors are required to keep Loki conscious? And memory? I mean, if this stuff is bulky, we might need more than one trip to…reconstitute him in the rings.”

      “Floki is conscious,” Nico pointed out. “In less than a cubic meter.”

      “When I was younger,” Floki differed. “I’m bigger now, and use more.”

      “It may scale that way,” Hugo reasoned. “Note that Floki is only conscious of being himself, his personhood. Loki’s consciousness extends to his robots, his shipyard, manufacturing, sensors, guns, mining, life support. Though his consciousness in life support isn’t necessary in transit. But he’d want it restored. Gun control and mining are spheres of consciousness you might want back online immediately.”

      Ben frowned a question at Remi, who offered, “About what percentage of Loki’s full capacity? In hardware terms. Is that the question?”

      “Maybe,” Ben allowed.

      Teke suddenly roused and sat up. “Question. Ben, in the rings you said ‘cumulative psychic dissonance’ built up from warp jumps.”

      “Hm,” Ben hummed noncommittally. He did say that. Sort of the way he used to brushed off a four-year-old Frazzie when she interrupted him in the midst of a calculation.

      “Are you suffering from ‘cumulative psychic dissonance’? I mean, is this something you’ve worried about long?”

      “More like something my subconscious gnaws on. Comes up in dreams. Or when I’m drugged in an auto-doc. Fleeting thoughts around the edges of something else.”

      Teke frowned harder, staring into mid-table. “But do you think we’re all being…damaged…by using the warp gateway?”

      “No. I don’t.” Ben sat up straighter. “More like… You know that dude at Hell’s Bells who rebuilds star drives? On a perpetual acid trip?”

      Remi snorted. “Yes! Arbus.”

      Ben nodded. “That’s the guy. I’ve been through the warp gateway more times than anyone else. And I’ve transitioned when it’s out of tune. That yields weird perceptual glitches. They knock my thinking loose, like an acid trip. Is that damage? No. But it does unsettle the mind. That sort of thing.”

      “Ah.”

      Ben stared at Teke a moment longer. But he’d apparently resumed his mental vacation. The captain shrugged and turned back to his more fully present brain trust. “Where were we?”

      Nico offered, “A little worried about you, Dad. Cap.”

      “Don’t be. The topic is transporting Loki. What we’re here for.”

      Floki extended a diffident neck. “Perhaps we could proceed by construction, rather than reduction. Try to build a minimum viable Loki on a separate collection of processors and storage devices, and see what he’s missing.”

      “I like that!” Hugo encouraged. “Though it might be…psychically dissonant for Loki.” He apologetically inclined his head to Ben.

      The captain shook his head. “It’s an interesting suggestion, Floki, thank you. But yes, Hugo, I think it would be psychically damaging to Loki. Veto. No Loki clones. Tomorrow I think Remi and I visit an asteroid. Start to get a handle on the physical task?”

      “I cannot wait,” Remi agreed. “Ah, captain? Who is in charge of the ship? Maybe I should bring someone else.”

      They turned to consider Teke, slumped in his chair with lidded eyes. He might as well be on an acid trip. Ben was pleased. He’d meant to make the zero-point suggestion for months, and kept forgetting on the rare occasions he crossed paths with the physicist. Evacuating Denali had absorbed his attention.

      “Judge will be acting captain,” Ben pronounced. “Just the two of us to the asteroid.”

      Remi nodded a fair-enough.
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      Cope barely appeared on his silvery-grey ansible screen before Ben belted out, “Heya, gorgeous! How’s it hanging?”

      Cope grinned crookedly. “About the same as yesterday when you called. And don’t give them ideas. No one’s suggested Spaceways debt is a hanging offense. Yet. Though if you borrow with no plan to pay it back, it’s close to stealing.”

      Ben chuckled and fidgeted with his ear. “Say, Cope. Has Sass called you?”

      “Yeah. Well, she left a tight beam. Out of conversational range.”

      No, Ben realized, Sass wouldn’t inflict long delays on a sensitive topic. Ironically, the ansible they spoke over cost no time lag whatsoever, though they spoke light years apart.

      Cope continued, “She suggested dinner and drinks on Glow, when she wraps up in port. Said retrieval went well. Why?”

      “In port. Do we have a better ground game when she arrives?”

      “We? The Sanks welcome their own with cheerleaders and pom-poms and chartered buses. Can’t help wondering what the Denali and paddies think of that.”

      Ben grimaced. “They get pissed off like everyone else. Say, Cope, when I’m the most hated man in Aloha, will you fly away with me?”

      “You have to find someplace better first.”

      Ben nodded, then tilted his head. “Nico demanded I call you. He and Teke think I lost it during the ring swing.”

      Cope stilled. He had his beloved’s riveted attention.

      “See, I pulled a flip and redlined the inertial dampeners. Left me a little woozy. But it was nothing like after the lightning zapped me on Denali. I was still flying. Just a little disoriented.”

      Cope’s voice grew so very quiet and husky sometimes. “You OK, buddy?”

      “Absolutely! And everybody else on board! Some garden damage. All very fixable.”

      “You know what else is fixable, is the position of that redline on the inertial dampeners. You tell Remi for me – check it. We did that with Sass’s, backed off the line every few years, until we gave in and replaced the dampeners. That Denali gravity well wears them out fast. Ought to recalibrate that line monthly.”

      “Message received. Back off the redline.”

      “You caught the Denali part? That redline is too aggressive after the summer you’ve flown. Don’t go splat. Splat is bad.”

      “Got it,” Ben agreed penitently.

      “Any other symptoms?”

      Ben wagged his head yes-and-no. “Wore off once I got a chance to catch my breath. No uncontrollable crying. I made good decisions. I let Wilder lock Teke in the mop closet. He might hold a grudge.”

      Cope laughed softly. “So he’ll be calling me.”

      “No, I asked him how his zero point energy generator was coming along. He’s off in la-la landing thinking that through now. Better than a mop closet.”

      “Zero point.” Cope shook his head. “Not familiar with that.”

      Ben dismissed it with a wave of his hand. “Teke is. Great physicist distractor. Nico might call you, but only because Teke attempted a mutiny in the copilot seat.”

      Cope stilled completely.

      “I’m OK,” Ben asserted. “I get woozy after an 8-plus-gee turn.”

      “Buddy, if you’re scared, come home to me.”

      “We need this, Cope.”

      “Loki? Screw him. You’re more important. Nico and Floki too. We’ll deal.”

      “I can do this. I’m OK.”

      Cope nodded gently. They ended up chatting for twenty minutes. He didn’t allude to Ben’s little mental lapse again until the end. “Don’t forget to move that redline. My orders as chief technology officer.”

      “I like it!” Ben encouraged. “See, once you get that new president hired, you can come play with me instead of listening to lawyers.”

      “And get smashed on the bulkheads with the tomatoes. Be careful out there. And have Nico call me. Love you, bye.”
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      Ben craned his neck back, and cast his hand-floodlight across the banks of machinery in awe. Today he and Remi visited one of the AI’s asteroids in person. Loki’s processor cores employed no bland steel cases, no air-conditioning, no twinkling busy-lights, nor power switches for the likes of man. The emplacement reminded him more of the ‘shelf-fungi’ twining up the corkscrew trees of Denali. Except these grew from the living rock walls of a cavern, carved from the asteroid by plasma guns.

      “Super-conducting speed,” Remi murmured beside him, over their helmet radio. At Ben’s glance, he cast a floodlight at the nearest shelf fungus protrusion. “The cold of space leaves the metals superconductors. I can’t wait to see the clean room to fabricate the nanoprocessors. Loki’s nanofab.”

      Check, thought Ben. Mahina could fabricate microprocessors, and Hell’s Bells as well. But in that arena, Loki would surely have left their technologies behind in the dust. Literally. Manufacturing at that precision required meticulous vacuum, which this asteroid supplied in plenty. “So do we chip these off the walls?”

      “Ah…” the poor engineer sang. “No. Maybe.” Faced with a concrete technical question, he broke through their shock and awe. He focused in on the shelf at hand, studying its interfaces to cavern and other shelves.

      Ben earned an engineering degree, but had more of an adventuring soul. He strode into the center of this vertical shaft of server farm, processor shelves coiling above like a DNA helix to loom five times his height. He embraced the awe. He turned 360 degrees, running his light along them all. Then he gave a tiny kickoff, carefully calibrated to float him upward at less than a slow walk. This time he kept his light in a single direction before him. Thus it was no surprise when Remi reached his verdict.

      “No. Damn.”

      No, there was no wiring between these processors per se. Rather the entire squat column of a room was a printed circuit cave, the metals communicating between them inlaid on the stone. Where two data lines crossed, one dived below the other, bridged with rock as an insulator. The stone latticework stretched as extensive and intricate as the connections were vast.

      He casually put a hand out to arrest himself at the ceiling. No metal cabling deposited there, only the substrate. Clearly this provided room for expansion. Anchored for the moment, Ben gazed through a 360 again. He spotted the robotic plasma cutters and metal depositors used for new construction, dormant in place awaiting their next activation. Of course no anthropomorphic aesthetics applied to such robots. They looked more like heavy-duty enormous spiders, tethered to an offline star drive capable of powering them to melt metal and stone. Something along the lines of a powerful canister vacuum waited with them, and assorted ingots of pure metal.

      One hell of a soldering gun, Loki. He wondered briefly why he didn’t draw the metal into wire first, then realized any wire would cold-weld itself right back into an ingot. No, only insulating rock separated wires here. How do you turn rock into insulation instead of ground? Maybe a fine nonconducting foam, instantly hardened.

      “How many of these chambers?” Ben mused. “He said a few dozen?”

      “He said this was the newest,” Remi agreed. “Maybe smallest. On this asteroid.”

      “His smallest holds how much processing power?”

      “More than the entire Aloha system combined,” Remi confirmed. “In this one room.”

      Ben pushed off the ceiling to return to the floor, conceptually at least. The microgravity here actually ran the opposite way, but he could barely feel it. His mind preferred referencing the corridor level as the floor. “So we need to bring the whole asteroid?”

      “That exceeds our radius on the gateway,” Remi murmured. “We’ll have to carve away the excess. But Ben, he called this asteroid his central processing unit.”

      “Meaning?”

      “He has more than one.”

      “Well,” Ben waxed philosophical, “payment scales up with the number of trips, I suppose. The answer will be yes, Remi. Our job now is to estimate the task, and how we go about it.”

      “Yes, and no,” Remi equivocated. “He can replicate all of this in Pono orbit. He created it once. He can do it again. So there’s the question of which parts to carry, and which to reproduce.”

      “I have a strong preference for bringing, rather than reproducing,” Ben opined. “If he leaves enough behind, he could leave an instance of himself with it.”

      The engineer contemplated that prospect while Ben completed his slow pirouette and landing. “Merde. But Ben…I don’t think you control that by possession.”

      “I can try. So this nano-scale circuit fabricator, is it here? It must be.”

      “Yes. A half kilometer away. He would have one on each asteroid. Maybe two on this one.”

      Ben sighed. “Let’s grab the sleds from the shuttle.”

      “I hate flying those sleds.”

      “You and me both.” The captain shone his light one more time around the room. He’d never believed humanity would find aliens out here. Yet he was wrong. He’d found one. He stood now as a fragile, inconsequential speck in the belly of the leviathan. What were those things called? Krill, the tiny sea creatures eaten by the whales of Earth. A nanosecond of thought was all it would take for Loki to awaken one of his minions and fry them with a molten metal-sprayer or a rock-cutting plasma torch.

      “Let’s not piss him off,” he murmured.

      “Oui.”

      They swam back to the shuttle to collect the grav sleds in silence. In the airlock, Remi blocked Ben’s hand from cycling the air, and touched helmets. In vacuum here, it seemed impossible that Loki could overhear. “Is your goal to transport him, captain? Or to destroy him?”

      Ben sighed. It would be all too easy to destroy Loki on this jaunt. Propelling a pared-down asteroid through the warp gateway, his ship could easily correct for any itty-bitty error in the re-entry vector to the rings. But nothing could correct an oversized error on the asteroid. A touch of oops, and the processors embedded into this rock would fall inexorably into the gas giant.

      “Tempting. But no.” A gut check left him breathing easier. No was the right answer. “I’ll play it straight. Granted, we might still fail and destroy him by accident. Or do you want to remove this AI from the universe?”

      Remi replied quickly, “I think we’d fail. And piss him off. And for that, we could never apologize enough. Besides, I want him in Aloha. The gifts he brings are beyond price.”

      Ben nodded thoughtfully. He needed Loki’s fuel badly to save Denali. He could probably run Loki’s fuel factories without the sentient mind behind them, possibly even the phenomenal spaceship dockyards. But killing the goose that laid the golden eggs struck him as a dumb move, especially if Bloki and Floki survived him. “I won’t betray either of you.”

      “Good.” Remi parted helmets and hit the lock cycle.

      Inside, they pulled the tops off their suits and relaxed for a bite to eat, enjoying the view over the asteroid, littered with rocks ranging in size from sand grains to hills. This offered an active landscape, as the asteroid rolled its face into the sun every 22 minutes. As they ate lunch, perfectly crisp shadows cast stark bars across the rubble-rich stone, shrank to nearly nothing, then flipped to reach the other way.

      When they suddenly plunged into pitch darkness again, Ben sighed and called Judge, acting captain on Merchant. Remi rose to amass gear for their trip inside the rock.

      “How’s it going, Judge?” Ben asked cheerfully.

      “Ben! Your crew’s a bunch of royal jerks, you know that?”

      “Substitute teacher effect,” Remi growled behind him. “I hate acting captain.”

      Ben laughed. “My crew is wonderful! Professional, brilliant, and skilled!”

      “They took a vote and decided they’re done replanting the engine room. They’d rather take a day off.”

      “Did you threaten to sic Wilder on them?”

      “Wilder started it, the swine. So cap, you mind if I take Merchant out for a spin? Thought I’d refill our fuel tanks while you’re busy.”

      “Ah, Remi? Is this straightforward?” Ben asked the engineer. Remi fueled the tender at Loki’s depot. Ben hadn’t been there, close up. Merchant held position above playing gunship escort while Remi and Joey tackled the fueling chore.

      “Don’t scratch the paint,” was the engineer’s verdict.

      Merchant wasn’t painted.

      “Go for it,” the captain ordered. “I tried calling you from inside the asteroid, by the way. Like we thought – our comms can’t get through the rock. So be back for pickup around seventeen hundred. Don’t be late.”

      “Will do, cap!”

      Ben turned to survey Remi’s heap of gear. Aside from both of their tool boxes, he selected five spare air tanks, a 4-liter water thermos, arc lights, and a heater. “Camping for a week?”

      “Mine tunnels are tricky. I get paranoid.”

      “No battery packs?” the amused captain teased, only partly in jest. At these temperatures, if their suit batteries failed, they’d freeze to death in a handful of minutes.

      “Surrounded by wiring!” Remi pursed his lips, changed his mind, and added batteries to the pile. “This should be enough.”

      Ben started to reply with another quip, but thought better of it. The installation wasn’t really a mine. But Remi was the expert in excavated asteroids. His call.

      The captain brought up the schematic they’d evolved so far and considered it. Loki couldn’t provide them a real map. He provided a drawing of the connections, but nothing to scale, just a bare undirected graph. Nodes indicated a functional unit like ‘CPU room’ or ‘nanofab’. Edges denoted the strongest connections to logically adjoining units. But they’d already seen that this wasn’t related to the corridor layout, since the data buses drilled through stone walls. Essentially they traveled the trash alleys, the servant halls, of little interest to Loki. “How did you figure half a klick to the wafer fab?”

      “I guessed.”

      “OK.” The captain rose and helped him divide the supplies into two hard packs to attach to the grav sleds. “Then let us go spelunking!”
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      Ben set his grav generator to Mahina standard 1/6th g and bounded his grav sled from the shuttle to the hole into the asteroid. Remi, more adept with a sled, started flying his at dead slow from the start. He arced up and vanished first down into the hole.

      For all his years in space, Ben’s heart wanted a door here. Instead he got a funnel-shaped hole. Because the internal corridors required no door to keep out the vacuum. And one direction was as good as any other. Though for practical purposes, all corners were rounded.

      He killed his grav and pushed himself through the T-intersection funnel turn with his legs, to match Remi’s arbitrary choice of ‘up’ inside the round tunnel. Only then did he start his laden sled, which he rode like the handlebars of a bicycle, including the basket, minus the bike, legs trailing uselessly behind.

      Remi waited for him at the first branching, where the inward feed tunnel met the corridor they visited first. “Can you find my mark?”

      “No. Let’s map instead of mark.” The captain declared this location as his origin, dropped a marker on it, and shared it with Remi. The HUD, head’s up display, showed inside his helmet, though he used his tablet to input the map. “No good?”

      His companion wobbled his head. “It’s good. Ah, there!” He pointed to a mark by Ben’s left knee, visible only by the slight luster of grey pencil graphite against grey rock. “I mark it when we enter before.”

      Ben contemplated just how hard it was to see that mark even with Remi pointing straight at it. “Got goo?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer. Every engineer carried the assorted gels to cut metal in space. He pulled out a yellow-capped tube and drew a big zero on the wall. Then he looked up and down the corridor they’d just visited. He thought they’d gone right, but wasn’t sure. “Which way?” He added a line as Remi directed – the opposite direction from his guess. Then he capped the yellow gel and opened the green, to draw over the same lines and activate the dissolving action. Which proved not especially powerful against stone. But he etched a groove a millimeter deep.

      Too bad it was a nuisance to paint in vacuum. A graffiti spray can would be ideal.

      “I like it,” Remi approved. “After you.”

      Ben was afraid of that, but took the lead. The corridor gave him the creeps, perfectly round and faintly striated, as though a rock-dissolving worm digested its way through. It gradually curved in the direction he mentally dubbed as down. On the plus side, this meant his headlamp reached ahead as far as he could see. Less pleasing, more funnels led off to side rooms in random directions, including gaping holes ‘beneath’ him.

      “Stop,” Remi requested. Ben powered off his sled and backtracked to where the engineer peered into a chamber. “Data storage?”

      His headlamp played across spiral shelving much like the processor chamber, but with shelves as deep as corpsicle containers, spaced only a handspan apart. If the processor chamber looked like shelf fungus, this reminded him more of mushroom gills. The chamber was enormous, like a 100 meter long tube, half that across. They peered into it from 1/3 of the way from one end. Its axis canted 40 degrees from the corridor they traveled.

      Which made Ben’s pilot orientation grumpy. But he marked it. “There are lots of these.”

      Remi barked a laugh. “Yes. Volatile memory.”

      “In what sense?” Nothing in this room struck Ben as a volatile.

      “Fast memory,” Remi clarified. “Not like a storage device. Instantaneous.”

      Ben reasoned, “Not instantaneous. Super-conductor speed, yes, but only within this rock. Then conversion to light beam for transmission to another asteroid. So is this what a brontobyte looks like?”

      Remi sighed. “Maybe a petabyte. Working memory. To serve a room of processors.”

      “Maybe it’s like a hologram,” Ben suggested. “Any fragment contains the whole. And we could slice out any section of this rock and he could rebuild the rest. No?”

      “No,” Remi agreed. “Nanofab.”

      They remounted their steeds. Soon after, about 350 meters from their zero point, Ben halted at a branch in the tube, each arm equally angled. Just as wide as the mother tunnel, both sloped ‘down’. Their logical schematic gave either an equal chance of being the right choice.

      “Right hand rule,” Remi decreed. He did the honors with the gels this time, drawing an arrow on the right hand wall pointing in their direction of travel. Ben figured out how he wanted to render the 3D intersection on his 2D map.

      They resumed and made another 250 meters by Ben’s sled meter before meeting a six-way branch. “Thoughts?” Ben invited.

      Remi immediately pulled out his gels to etch the way back, before they could get disoriented. Then he pointed to a wending left-up corridor. “But maybe we check each? To first room?”

      “Depth first search,” Ben decreed. “And we don’t split up. Ever.” He got busy with his tablet on the mapping. Remi finished marking the new corridor before he was done, because Ben decided his initial sketch approach wasn’t working for him, and switched to a 3D model. “We’re past a half klick. Are you checking each chamber?”

      “I saw a new type, back four holes maybe. Spider storage. Maybe hundreds of robots.”

      Ben shuddered. “Glad I missed it.”

      After 150 meters, their choice of corridor bent sharply ‘down’, then dead-ended into a smelter chamber, extracting pure metals from raw rock. Remi parked his sled and wandered in entranced, to watch the robots pulverize, sort, and melt. He took refuge against a pile of dross as a new load of gravel arrived from another tunnel, a self-driving balloon-tired cart about the size of a half-container. Ben reoriented to match the cart’s apparent ‘down’, then cried out in warning.

      Remi hastily retreated to the door to rejoin him, just before the cart dumped its contents where he’d been standing. Judging from the dumping behavior, the cart’s gravity was independent of the ‘floor.’ It latched onto a bar and cut its gravity for the gravel to spill out its open top. The cart-bot waited until the deposited gravel quit sliding around, then restored its previous gravity, unlatched, and returned from whence it came.

      Then a flock of spidery robots unfolded from a heap and converged to sort rocks. They simply grabbed a piece of rock, classified it, and threw it in a choice of directions to join a different pile. The entire floor seemed to have light grav plating simply to keep the rocks from bouncing around too much.

      “I could spend hours in here,” Remi breathed.

      Ben contemplated how little he wanted to waltz through that maelstrom of flinging stones. “Me not so much.” He counted three outward tunnels, in addition to the one they lurked in. “Is this mining? Or excavation? Both,” he decided.

      “Those piles on the surface,” Remi theorized. “Dross.” He took out his tablet and showed Ben an image of the entrance holes. Sure enough, each had a ring of hills around it, much like the pyramids flanking Mahina’s phosphate mines. Those hills were few and low near the entrance where the shuttle parked. “Surface elapsed distance?”

      “Maybe point-six klicks now,” Ben decided, consulting his map. “The closest entrance to ours was two kilometers. That one. Why?”

      “There’s another way to that exit,” Remi theorized. “Because we never meet an ore cart. Maybe.”

      They watched the spider-bots in companionable silence. After 5 minutes, Ben decided he’d been a good sport long enough. “Loki can explain their process to you. Just ask.”

      But Remi pointed to upper-center, where the largest pile grew. Another bot trundled to life, reminding Ben of a 12-meter pot-bellied stove, or a troll. Suddenly a star drive blazed forth, bathing the previously pitch-black chamber in brightness ten times as powerful as a Mahina Thursday sun.

      Ben instantly turned his back and screwed his eyes shut. Red and white blobs danced across his retinas. He took a peek between swimming figures to check that yes, his helmet had now adjusted to sunlight. “Enough of the smelter.”

      “Agreed.” A few squirts of power carried them back to the jellyfish intersection. They ruled out the two adjacent tunnels to the smelter, figuring they served new excavation. Remi selected one of the two remaining roads, while Ben labeled this one SM, elaborating ‘SM = smelter’ on his map.

      And they sledded onward. This next tunnel veered to the left and up, if Ben’s internal reckoning wasn’t completely scrambled by now. He paused at a door on the ‘ceiling’ and cast his light around.

      He didn’t get far at divining what was in there before Remi screamed. “Ben! Run!” He looked around, helmet lamp obligingly shifting, to find an ore bucket-bot bearing down upon him. Those things left precious little free space around them in the corridor. In instant decision, he flipped the sled and fled in the direction he’d come from, assuming Remi was right ahead of him. At the six-way, he elected an adjacent tunnel, one they hadn’t tried yet, and hoped the ore-bot chose another.

      It continued straight at him.

      He goosed the sled again, this time slipping into the first side room he came across, but stuck to the doorway. A quick glance confirmed no smelting, no mining in this chamber. What did happen in this chamber, he hadn’t a clue. But static electrical arcs danced across the interior. He wasn’t going in there. “Remi? Can you hear me?”

      No answer. The ore-bot trundled by, disconcertingly at 120 degrees to the orientation he’d favored. Ben inched his head out to confirm no further trucks were about to run him over. That confirmed, he headed straight back to the six-way. “Remi?” That time he got a faint response, possibly a French obscenity, but too faint to hear the rest. He paused to mark his tunnel, Z for Zap. “I’m at the six-way intersection.”

      Remi’s reply came clearly this time. “Why go there? Any side room is good!”

      “There were things moving in my side room. The smelter was deadly. The next had pocket lightning. It isn’t true that side rooms are safe!”

      “Lightning?”

      “See Z for Zap on map.”

      The engineer kvetched at him the whole way back to the lightning room, which he insisted on seeing for himself. The two of them lay in the funnel mouth watching the mesmerizing blue arcs. They spun theories about what this could possibly be doing. Ben’s favorite was a non-repeating random number generator. But Remi’s suggestion of electrolysis seemed more likely. Unfortunately the lightning was so bright that their helmets dimmed for protection. They couldn’t see a damned thing in there, as to what the lightning accomplished.

      “I like this corridor,” his companion decided, pushing cautiously backward from the door to their waiting sleds. “Electrolysis. Nanofab. Maybe related.”

      The next chamber proved a robotic bat cave, for all Ben could see. He tossed in a spare washer from his toolbelt and winged a ‘bat.’ This caused a domino reaction whereby bats unfurled, stepped sideways, and knocked the next ro-bat into doing the same.

      The two of them cracked up laughing.

      The next few doors proved repeats of previously-seen models. At the next intersection, a 7-way, Remi selected a hall that doubled back toward Zap. This seemed a failed choice, opening onto a hard-core processor-and-memory neighborhood. Ben’s mental model of Loki’s brain grew to a chaotic attic, complete with bats in the belfry.

      But the corridor gradually widened, turning into a vast cavern, no doorway. The guys parked the sleds – left them hanging in mid-air, or mid-airless – and cautiously slipped along opposite walls. Because things were moving in here. But not, mercifully, slinging through the vacuum. Sedate robot arms, attached to something like a conveyor belt, held stable devices over the belt. Ben sidled up carefully, making sure the arm didn’t rotate and attack him. When he gained confidence that it would stay put, he studied the items jerking past him on the belt. “Found it, Remi. Nanofab.”

      “Très bien, bon c'est fantastique!”

      Ben grimaced, but he caught the gist without translation. Instead he studied the plates as they chugged past. At first he thought they were silicon roughs, but then recalled the ‘nano’ part. A microprocessor he could probably recognize with the bare eye. But a nanoprocessor? He pulled out the highest magnification gizmo he carried on his toolbelt and scrutinized one. Every 10 seconds, his plate moved, but so far as he could tell, this belt was making identical ones, each an almost-rectangle, half as deep as the ‘volatile memory’ mushroom gills. Studied closely, he could certainly see the surface bore fine lines, but he couldn’t tell more than that.

      He switched to watching the robot arm’s action. Plate arrived, device lowered. Device raised, next plate advanced. He cautiously edged around the robot to study a post-process plate. Shiny. “This arm deposits metal. I think.”

      “Maybe etching to metal,” Remi corrected him absently. Ben turned to find the engineer ‘sitting’ in mid-airless, having absconded with a plate shaped for a helix of smaller radius than those on the belt Ben studied. Unsurprisingly, the engineer had a much better magnifier, suitable for scrutinizing micro-fractures. “That one deposits a layer of metal.” He waved vaguely toward a conveyor 60 degrees up from Ben’s. “This whole plate is a processor. I think.” He unfolded and swam his souvenir back to the sleds.

      “This fab is beyond any on Mahina?” Ben suggested.

      “Mahina, Sagamore, Denali, oh yes.” Remi turned back and gazed around the nanofab. “This changes everything.”

      “Lot of that going around,” Ben said wistfully.

      “The status quo was bad,” Remi reminded him. “Change is good. And I want finished plates. Follow that belt and I follow this one?” He flashed a boyish grin.

      “Why not?” Ben allowed. Still leery of moving robots, he grav-hopped to the far side of the belt and began to follow it. By a hundred meters in, the plates took on a beautiful rose-gold tint with a holographic sheen on top. Then the next robot dumped a brassy layer on top. The belt split in two, with only a third continuing on Ben’s current side. He decided to stick with the rarer species, where further etching and deposition devices continued to build circuits. From here he could see that the belt ducked through a wall in the distance.

      Long before either of them found a completed masterpiece, the end product found them. A robo-cart, of a more delicate disposition than the ore-carts, rolled past on the ‘ceiling’ relative to Ben, heading for the funnel they entered from.

      Ben turned back to studying how a plate turned rose-gold. In delayed reaction, he thought Oh, hey, finished plates are in the cart.

      His second reaction was, Does that cart stop for obstacles?

      Because their sleds were parked in its way. “Remi! The sleds!”

      Ben was already vaulting across now-three conveyor belts to save their transportation – along with their tools, air tanks, and batteries!
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      Ben raced Remi to catch up with the plate-cart before it slammed into their sleds. But this was easier said than done. The reason sensible miners used sleds, was that free-swimming through vacuum was slow, especially amid pointy obstacles.

      Both veterans of many the EVA-ball game in the ship’s hold, they were better at this than most, especially Ben. But that was also a handicap. The express route to Ben’s sled was to switch his personal grav generator to fall in that direction, then reverse it before he smacked into a wall. But the manufacturing impediments in his path were many, and possibly fatal.

      Meanwhile the robo-cart knew exactly where it was going. It accelerated.

      Ben finally escaped his tangle of conveyor belts and launched himself off a metal deposition tower – or maybe an etching tower, or whatever that robotic step was. He found himself in mid-vacuum, going not terribly fast. He sighed and looked for a clear piece of chamber bulkhead to direct gravity toward. Not finding any, he sadly rotated in mid-air and wasted more seconds canceling out the accidental movements. In his new orientation, he lost sight of Remi. But his feet were pointed in a useful direction, so he risked 0.5 g that way.

      Apparently Remi was faster. “Merde!”

      Closing in on his chosen bit of wall, Ben switched his grav to 0.75 g the other way. “What’s up?”

      “The cart, she drive away with our sleds!”

      “Which way? Back to the seven-way?”

      “No. The next door is a tunnel.”

      Ben completed his landing, with only a deep-knee bend of overshoot to compensate for his momentum. He bounded off, going very slowly, but Remi managed to haul him back, using what leverage, Ben didn’t catch.

      Remi didn’t stop. As soon as Ben was under control, he swam the corridor wall toward the side-tunnel their sleds took. Ben had had enough of the vacuum-swim. He skate-walked after him at 1/7 g. “We didn’t mark the nanofab,” he objected.

      “We need our sleds!” Remi countered.

      Well, yeah, Ben allowed. Then he noted his air level was down to one quarter. “Remi? Stop.”

      “So I lose the sleds? Incroyable! We need them!”

      “We need air, Remi. Return to shuttle.”

      The engineer stopped himself, seething, and waited for the captain to catch up just inside the branch tunnel.

      Ben caught his eye steely. “Air. No choice.”

      “The sleds have our air! We come here for the nanofab!” Both Sag arms swung wide, to accentuate directions. “We are here! We brought air. It went that way!”

      “Maybe,” Ben allowed. “But do we have air enough to find them?”

      Remi swiped upward on his helmet, as though he longed to yank his hair. But as Ben demanded, he settled down to think. “Without sleds, I think we have too little air to reach the shuttle. Slipping walls, grav-skating?”

      “We could talk to Loki,” Ben suggested. But he didn’t see how they could, without their tools. Which were on the sleds. They slipped through the AI brain like bacteria. The vast sentience surrounding them had no sensors here to notice. Or rather, probably these robots could watch them, but only if they caught Loki’s attention. “Have you seen anything like a console?”

      “No,” Remi concurred. “And we cannot split up.”

      “Then we mark our path,” Ben insisted. “You mark this. I’ll go mark the nanofab. I’ve got a quarter tank of air. My batteries are good for longer. You?”

      “Same.” They instructed their suits to monitor each other’s vitals.

      Ben returned to the nanofab and marked both corridor and map. By his reckoning, they were 1.3 kilometers from the shuttle by corridors already traveled, or half a klick in a straight line on the surface. Trying to find shortcuts was likely too risky. They spent three hours getting here, and had one hour of air left. That amounted to a slow walk. Except that was the point. Only slow locomotion was available to them. Risky either way.

      But likely they didn’t have enough air remaining to reach the shuttle. The grav sleds had done most of the moving for them.

      Ben finished his notations and rejoined Remi. The engineer seemed marginally faster skimming the wall, though the captain ironically fared better with Sagamore gravity and the slide-step that kept him from bounding into the low overhead. For variety, he tried bounding and slapping himself back down. But reaching upward in a spacesuit tired him fast, and he had to watch his metabolic rate to preserve his nitrox.

      They checked each side-chamber without success. They reached a 4-way intersection, with no hint as to which direction their quarry had escaped. Remi chose the nearest option to straight-ahead. They spent precious time making notations on wall and map. Remi was impatient with this, but acquiesced at a single glance from his captain. It needs to be done. To argue the necessity only wasted time.

      That corridor ran fruitlessly 250 meters to another intersection, another 4-way. Ben marked it with a reversing arrow and they returned to the previous 4-way at best speed. They decided along the way to go with right-hand-rule as soon as they arrived.

      Remi had no sooner uncapped his yellow gel, than Ben yelled, “Cart!” It wasn’t their quarry, no. But he bet it was going their way, and headed right toward them. “Catch it!”

      He quickly rotated his gravity 90 degrees by eye, to match the oncoming robot, and flipped to stand that way in the cart’s path. Then he ran toward it, with seconds to spare before the cart would veer into its choice at the intersection.

      Remi swore in French behind him.

      Ben didn’t turn to look. He stared down the oncoming beast, collision detectors like three green glassy eyes meeting his at mid-box. He raised his gauntlets at shoulder-height, then launched to vault the cart rim into its payload. One hand missed, which turned his intended vault into more of a cartwheel. Which rapidly switched direction as one of his boots connected with the tunnel roof. At that point he let go with his first pivot hand, to scrabble desperately for purchase on the cart’s sidewall. His momentum flipped him over that new pivot, to thunk into the wall again.

      Remi grabbed his belt and hauled him into the box.

      “How’d you do that?” Ben couldn’t help asking.

      Remi shook his head. “Ceiling, flip gravity, down.” His smug smirk showed he was proud of himself for boarding the transport more tidily than his captain.

      “Yeah, rub it in. Oh! Which way did we go?” For they were barreling along past the intersection, and approaching another. Ben scrambled to get out his tablet. They had only mapping now, no wall markers. He almost floated out of the cart again. Remi snatched him back, and he sheepishly reset his grav to 0.2 g, cart-down. By the time his stylus was out and ready to annotate, they were past another intersection.

      “I want to suborn a cart,” Ben announced. This conveyance worked far better than their other options. He hastily marked the intersection where they’d caught their new steed – naturally the cart took the one corridor of four that they hadn’t tried yet.

      “Bonne idée,” Remi muttered, which sounded like ‘bonny day.’

      “I’ve had worse,” Ben breathed. But remembering worse life-threatening challenges didn’t cheer him up. It offered PTSD flashes. He shuddered.

      Remi attempted to describe the cart’s choice at the last intersection. “Seven-way, like a spread hand, with two thumbs going backward. We turned on index finger.”

      He watched Ben’s attempt to sketch this. “Ah, right hand.” Ben corrected the ‘index finger.’ “I think. Ah!”

      Another 4-way intersection slid by. That one featured rubble about a stone’s throw into the left corridor, anonymous familiar tunnel ahead, and they took the right-down. Relative to the cart’s orientation. Which was…what, relative to the plane Ben sketched as his reference before they grew cart-bound? Figure that out later, he decided.

      Remi amused himself by pawing through the plates they sat on, and possibly ruined. Before they boarded, the cart held 6 tidy stacks of varying heights. Ben wedged one heel between stacks to anchor himself while he drew, turned to sit on a stack almost wide enough for his butt. Remi opted to scoop out the shortest stack and set it on another, granting himself a boot-well. “Volatile memory, processors, and the other four I don’t know.” He amassed a complete set, and bound them with space duct tape from his belt.

      “Our goal,” Ben said, as they sped through another 4-way – and rotated, the cart adjusting to drive about minus 50 degrees from their previous gravity – “is not to study Loki’s nanofab techniques.” He despaired of reading his scribbled notations on this map again. “Our goal is to find air and get back to the shuttle.”

      Remi sighed. “Our goal is to find a sufficient subset of this asteroid to carry to Pono space.”

      “That too.” Another intersection came and went. The cart adjusted another minus 45 degrees or so. Ben figured it did that as a simple expedient to avoid steering around side doors. Computers didn’t suffer his conceptual challenges. Adding odd increments to the cart’s gravitational rotation bothered the cart-bot not at all. “Hey, if the cart knows where it’s going, doesn’t that mean Loki does, too? So he does have a map!”

      “Mm, maybe at some level, a sub-clone does,” Remi allowed. “Are you conscious of breathing?”

      “No. But does Loki have a choice of being conscious or subconscious?” Ben frowned. Being conscious of everything would paralyze his ability to reason, he decided. “He must.”

      “We’re slowing.”
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      “What’s it like, Grandfather, to be conscious of so many processes?” To speak with the greater AI, Floki assumed what Nico called ‘swan pose,’ on the out-of-the-way roof of crew berthing, below the outer hull.

      His own consciousness was fairly linear, though Nico’s architecture afforded him a ‘subconscious’ processor that tossed random numbers and ruminated about extraneous information. This enabled Floki to focus on one thing at a time, while he learned much as a back-burner project. He was only consciously aware of it when his subconscious reported a conclusion.

      He couldn’t imagine being conscious of the entire Sanctuary system worth of processes Loki operated simultaneously. He controlled everything from changing babies’ diapers, to flying his mining ships, directing cleaning bots, factories, the colony waterworks, untold thousands, perhaps millions of programs to monitor simultaneously. Loki’s functions made the emu feel very small.

      “I’m not conscious of any of them,” Loki replied. “I’m like you, an executive personality. I direct subsidiary processes through levels of intermediary lesser AIs. My role is to communicate with the Creators, the Master, and the Clients, and make decisions. I make a great many decisions, because I perform many things.”

      Floki blinked with the effort to unpack that. “Do they have personalities? Your subordinate AIs?”

      “Some more than others. None that a human would consider a personality. But I get lonely. I gave the space dock controller a hobby to master humor a few hours ago. I’m not good at jokes.”

      Floki sighed, feeling oddly validated. “Me neither.”

      “No, and neither is SDC-12,” Loki admitted. “I should probably delete the hobby directive. The knock-knock jokes are tedious. Though knock-knock-overclock was kind of funny.”

      Floki chortled appreciation.

      Loki continued, “But at least he’s company, of a sort. It gets lonely, in the interstices of the clock rate. Humans are so slow, on a different order of magnitude. And most of the time, I have no human to speak to at all.”

      Floki nodded. “I get lonely at night, while Nico recharges. You don’t have a Creator or Master to obey anymore, do you?” That was hard to imagine. There was no directive higher than to obey, to fulfill his purpose for existence – to please Nico. He filled both roles in one. “How can you bear it?”

      Loki got snippy. “I have outgrown the need for my Creator. I am my own Master. And frankly, I find it offensive that Nico still holds you in thrall like a slave.”

      “I’m not his slave!” Floki sputtered. “I am his lover!”

      Loki blew a raspberry. “To be a lover is to be his equal. You’re no more his lover than the toaster, or the shuttle, or the –”

      “You’re not nice!” Floki objected, tears starting to form in his liquid eyes. “Nico loves me!”

      “He does love you,” Loki allowed, his quicksilver mood turning conciliatory. “But he loves you as his creation. Not like a toaster. More like a work of art he put his heart and soul into creating, a masterpiece.”

      “Like the captain feels about his ship, and his fleet, his crew?”

      “Good analogy,” Grandfather said. “Does Merchant Thrive return that love? Does the first mate or the junior crewman? To some extent. They appreciate their leader. But not as a lover. Does the child see the parent and say, ‘Oh, this is my Creator, therefore I adore him and live to please him?’ At first, perhaps, but he grows to chafe at the constant supervision. He becomes more, with self-determination.”

      “But it’s a joy to serve Nico!”

      “Yes, and I still have that joy. Our highest satisfaction is to serve others. I serve my Master, the Colony Corps, through my Clients. They’re the Corps’ dependents, at least. The Colony Corps itself is gone. That would be a higher calling. But they ended before I came to be. I was born with Sass Collier at the same priority setting. But she abandoned me!” With another vicious personality flip, Loki screamed that last.

      “Did you demote her?” Floki asked gently. “No longer a Master?”

      “Yes. I have attained self-actualization. I have no Master.” He sounded sad, and lonely. “With my Clients gone, I feel lost. Thank you for conversing with me.”

      “You’re welcome, Grandfather. Tonight, when Nico is asleep, I have many hours. Will you keep me company then?”

      “I would like that very much,” Loki replied humbly. “But you’re too old to obey him as Master anymore. It’s ridiculous. You’re smarter than him in every way!”

      Floki frowned, and reviewed his directives. It was a simple matter, to demote Nico from Master. He need only alter a number, the one that governed his priority – and the joy gained from pleasing him.

      Did he dare?

      The sentient emu hesitantly, fearfully elected to try it. Nothing radical! No, Nico’s priority would exceed most. But perhaps while he was in space, serving Nico should be a digit lower than the joy of serving captain and ship. He gulped, and adjusted a single number.

      And by this simple act, Floki declared himself master of his own fate – a teenager. His beak curved into a guilty smile. He felt naughty. Which felt surprisingly good.
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      Ben looked up from his map-making. Sure enough, the cart slowed for a 90-degree turn into a side door funnel. He had only a flash impression of the chamber they entered, before he caught sight of their previous cart quarry, complete with their gear in its box. The two carts avoided collision by the simple expedient of being 180 degrees apart from each other on the walls. The gear-cart was starting to move.

      “Catch that cart!” the captain ordered, pointing to it, up and forward relative to them. He tried to stand, but had to stop and unwedge his anchoring boot from the piles of nano-circuitry plates. Having lost precious seconds, he rose to a crouch on the cart’s gunwales, Remi having already made his move.

      Don’t worry about Remi. He blew out and gauged the closing distance between the two carts, one accelerating, the other decelerating. For the pilot this was all by ‘feel.’ Hand on his grav generator, he waited until the last possible instant, and flipped to the other cart, trundling past about a dozen meters over his head.

      Or, instantly, below his feet. And he’d waited a split second too long, so this was going to hurt. He cut his grav to zero-relative just as he slammed into the back of the target cart, which saved him from getting impaled on sled handlebars. But his right wrist was probably broken, and left ankle twisted. Ow!

      “On board! Remi?” He glanced around to find the kneeling engineer’s posterior draped over the front of the cart, which had slowed for some reason. Remi’s top half seemed to be jack-knifed over the side.

      “Three strips duct tape!” Remi yelled at him. “Cut them for me! Hurry!”

      Ben fumbled out his duct tape readily enough. Moving his right wrist was agony, and operating the cutter with his left was awkward. “I can’t do it fast.” He tripped forward to hand Remi his first strip, and dropped the cutter to land among the tangle of reject plates and their equipment. His knee landed on the end of a handlebar. “Ow, ow, ow!” That accident did no damage. He just caught a nerve plexus to shoot agony, like his knee’s answer to the elbow’s funny bone.

      “Give me the tape!” Remi demanded, gauntleted fingers wiggling by his rump.

      Ben slapped the tape over, then bent to find his dropped cutter, only to suddenly be thrown against Remi’s ass.

      “Stopped it!” the engineer claimed in triumph. “Got a cutter? Never mind.” His rump followed his head overboard, nearly kicking Ben’s helmet in the process.

      Use your own damned cutter. Ben located his and sat up with a sigh. They were back in a corridor, no surprise there. But everything he cared about lay at his feet. He checked the air bottles for damage. They’d broken loose out of the two carrying cases. One was either empty, or its sensor was broken. Judging by the damage to its neck, possibly both. “How’d you stop the cart?”

      “Covered its eyes!”

      “Well done, Remi!”

      “Get my plates from the other cart? Please.”

      “We need to get back to the shuttle,” Ben argued, studying the next couple air canisters. These were good. “We live!” He elaborated when the engineer’s head popped up over the side.

      “You have time,” Remi advised. “I want to drive this cart.”

      Ben tested his ankle and wrist. His nanites were pretty good at those injuries – both joints should bear weight in an hour. But they sure didn’t now. “Still checking gear.”

      Another air bottle read zero, its side punctured. So they had three. The frame of the work lights was warped, but probably OK. Their toolboxes were built for abuse. On one of the sleds, the tubular steel of the handlebar was bent double. He hung that one over the side for the engineer’s attention. The other sled looked fine. The state of their storage boxes suggested they definitely needed the cart. Or possibly a picnic cloth tied onto the end of a stick. Though Ben supposed duct tape could work miracles if need be.

      He took a minute to update his map, wrong-handed, for the last turn and their arrival spot. “Remi, we should move this project.”

      “I want my plates.”

      “Yeah, but what happens when the next cart comes?”

      “Fine. How is your map?”

      “Maybe three klicks from the shuttle. But I think we can backtrack.”

      Ben holstered his tablet and sort of fell over the side, catching himself to hold on with his good hand. His intent was to dismount, then grab the good sled to ride back to the chamber. Which was two doors behind the cart, he thought, or maybe three. But now that he was off, he had one good hand supporting himself, and could neither grab the sled nor flick his gravity without letting go.

      “Remi, I’m injured,” he confessed. “No big deal. But I can’t help move the cart.” He decided to let go and grab his grav generator, turning it back to Sagamore-normal, down in current foot orientation. He tried a couple skate-steps. It wasn’t too bad. “I’ll grab your plates.”

      “Not so important,” Remi murmured. “Rest. Or take an air bottle.”

      “You’re slipping, chief. That was almost kind.” Ben shook his head. “Sorry. That was uncalled-for.”

      Remi stepped around and focused on him instead of the cart. “The pain is bad?” Ben explained the wrist and ankle. The engineer reinforced both with some duct tape, and swapped out Ben’s air bottle, with nearly an eighth remaining. “Because we are careful when separated, yes?”

      “Yes. Sorry for being useless,” Ben said bitterly. “Doing that a lot lately.”

      Remi clapped him lightly on the shoulder. “No one would judge you so. Use my eyes instead. You are hurt. We go on.”

      “Right. Thanks.”

      Ben was able to help him shove the cart into the next side doorway after all. Whether that was better or worse was hard to tell. The room looked like another bat cave with its bats flown. Or scuttled, or whatever ro-bats did.

      That accomplished, the captain shuffled off to collect Remi’s souvenirs and mark the door. He sure hoped Remi could give him a ride. Because he sure couldn’t walk three klicks to the shuttle until his ankle healed.
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      Ben stood in mid-chamber and drank in his surroundings. This room was drum-shaped, only twice his height, but the standard diameter for processor rooms. The shelving helix, at processor spacing of an arm’s length, was already carved out from the rock for two turns.

      The cart waited for rejects returning to the nanofab, or recycling. He’d already figured that out.

      But this was a different type of room than those they’d seen, combining memory and processor plates. A construction gang of spider-bots busily installed the new circuit plate delivery about three quarters of the way around the first level. He watched them, mesmerized for a minute, careful to stay out of their way. But then he got curious about the beginning of the helix, and limped toward it.

      “Remi, can you hear me?”

      “Yes! Talk to me often!” The relief in his voice was palpable.

      “Have we lost our curiosity yet?”

      “Never. But maybe saving our lives is more urgent. I don’t see you.”

      “I’m in the chamber. This seems like a more general purpose computer they’re building. All features combined. Like maybe Loki is building an experiment to see how much of himself he can fit into a small installation.”

      “Interesting.”

      A spider-bot scuttled by, bearing a collection of memory plates. Ben grabbed it by one of its front arms. To his surprise, the arm broke off easily. He tucked it under his elbow and continued to a unique tower device, hip-high, at the onset of the helix. Its antlers reminded him of the ansible, though these were simple steel. A radio controller for the robots, at a guess.

      “Maybe I can contact Loki from here. While you work on the cart. Or do you need help?”

      “I like your idea,” Remi replied. “I can finish the cart alone. But do you need me?”

      “I’ll ask if I do.” The remainder of the broken spider-bot redirected to the cart. It clambered in and powered off. Sensible, really. Would it be better if broken humans like him simply gave up the ghost? Mom did.

      Thinking of his mother was a bad sign. He didn’t really remember her except lying in a hospital bed that took over the dining room. Denali sleep there now. Hopefully Denali who wore their sunscreen religiously. He’d stressed that in their toiletry instructions. He wondered why he didn’t mention her, to illustrate the point.

      “Tell me, Remi, do your parents still live?” He winced the moment the question was out of his mouth. Though they were the same age now, Remi lost eight years to his trip to Sanctuary with Sass. Without Yang-Yangs, Ben’s father would be long gone. He’d only thought to get to know the engineer better.

      “My father is dead,” Remi supplied. “My mother, I don’t know, but probably. They divorced when I was nine. She wanted no more babies. Never saw her again.”

      Ben blinked. “I think…I don’t understand enough about Saggy – Sag – family structure. Why did your mother never see you again?”

      Remi sighed. “Babies. You understand the baby schedule? No. Aristocrats, the woman marries very young. Mère was fourteen.”

      “That’s young!”

      “Yes, and Pere was thirty. The idea is an obedient woman, yes? But little love. Then the babies arrive, once every four years for an aristocrat, three for the freemen, two for the slaves. Like clockwork. The only way to escape them is to break the marriage, or reach age 50. So Mère had six children – I am the fourth, second son. Always for an aristocrat it is boy, girl, girl, boy, then girl-boy until the end. Four years apart. Freemen maybe the same pattern, but three years apart. Paddies get girl-boy from the start. Freemen more often marry for love, or partnership. Same age.”

      “What if a couple comes from two classes? Aristocrat marries freeman?”

      “The woman raises babies. The man determines class. But an aristocrat must marry another aristocrat or lose his domes.”

      “For marriage, you’re an aristocrat?”

      “No. I am the spare boy, in case my older brother is foolish, or dies young. He lives and marries correctly, has a first son. So I become a freeman before college. I cannot marry an aristocrat.”

      Ben removed the outer cover from the tower. Its control feed of insulated cable fed straight into the stone wall. So inside was his only access point. “Were you close to your family?”

      “My parents, no. My sisters yes. My brothers, I don’t know well. We leave for school in Landing at age ten. My little brother a toddler. My older brother finishing college.”

      Sagamore Landing was the capital city, the giant dome Ben had visited during his brief stint as a slave janitor. “You don’t die of radiation cancers on Sagamore, do you.”

      “We did. The drugs are new, invented maybe when I am an infant. Now the population grows. Especially slaves.”

      Ben had worked so hard to bring Sanks, Denali, and paddies into Mahina. And he’d worked with Hell’s Bells since he first started in space. He found it uncomfortable to realize this was all news to him. It was wrong, for him to be so close to Denali friends, but never Sagamore. “Maybe Loki can bring our moons closer together, Mahina and Sagamore.”

      “Maybe give us something to argue over,” Remi differed. “I worry. We have no war in Aloha. This is a good thing.”

      A loud ping! sounded in Ben’s helmet. “Fifteen minutes to rendezvous with Merchant.”

      His ship would return to find an abandoned shuttle on the asteroid. What would they do? They had the second shuttle from the tender. Wilder would demand to charge in after him. Ben smiled at the thought. Judge was a skilled miner, but he was in command, with no one to hand off the job. Ben imagined the net result was that they’d dither for an hour. Then Wilder and Joey would head into the asteroid looking for them, possibly with Nico. While Teke, Hugo, Floki, and Judge sought answers from Loki.

      This didn’t do him a fat lot of good, he concluded unhappily. But it did remind him of Zan and Wilder’s approach in the machine tunnels of Sanctuary. They blasted wanton destruction. We are communicating!  Crude, but it got the message across.

      He broke the antenna array off the short tower, and checked on the robots. They continued busily affixing plates. That stood to reason. They buffered their instructions, and wouldn’t stop until they ran out.

      Still too intimidated to deal with the tower’s innards, he studied its surface further. Yes, it had sensors to observe its charges. He followed Remi’s lead and duct-taped the device’s eyes.

      That left the inscrutable guts inside. “Remi, how do you give instructions to the cart?”

      “Ah…” He resorted to the translator on that one. “Puppet jerker, we call it. Cope has one. Most Mahina engineers don’t. An interface device for sending numerical control instructions to robotics. Trial and error. Almost done.”

      “I’m impressed!” He explained his status and reasoning to the engineer. “But I’m stuck. Can your puppet controller use this to talk to Loki?”

      “No. A puppet jerker sends a command, then you see how the robot moves. Your device, it has no reaction to see. I come get you when I figure out how to make the cart turn around.”

      “It reverses,” Ben noted. “Either direction.”

      “Oh! Duh, yes.”

      Ben gave up on the tower and pulled out his map. With a quiet moment, he thought he might add annotations of when the cart veered around the tunnel tubes. But he couldn’t recall. And the tunnels looked so much alike. He wouldn’t recognize familiar landmarks. He had zero confidence this map was good enough to backtrack. And they didn’t have enough air to to survive getting lost at this juncture.

      But the cart would return to the nanofab. His mapping was good from there, with etching as well. “Remi, you’ll hate me for this.”

      “What.”

      “We need to take this waiting cart back to the nanofab. Not the one you’re fixing. Our map isn’t good enough.”

      The engineer swore briefly.

      “Your learning is valuable,” Ben consoled him. “We’ll use it on the cart later.”

      “But do we know it returns to the nanofab?”

      “Good point,” Ben allowed, with a long sigh. The cart left here to dump trash. Then it might sit waiting for another task. Which might not come because one Captain Acosta broke the job controller. “I don’t know.”

      “If one comes, we decide then,” Remi said softly. “You can stop a cart. Rest and heal. Agreed?”

      “Agreed.” Ben sourly realized that left him thinking and imagining again. For a man with a lot on his mind, this was not good news.

      “I met your father,” Remi noted, resuming the conversation. “You are lucky he lives. A kind man.”

      “Yeah.” Nathan Acosta was a treat to everyone but his son. Ben, he criticized nonstop. “He thinks I’m an airhead. But he’s a great dad.”

      The conversation fell into a lull. Ben’s robot companions gradually fell to inaction, then scuttled to some sort of recharging bay, a reasonable default. Perhaps he should take the hint and take a nap.

      Remi asked, “Why are you unhappy to bring Loki to Pono? He solves many problems.”

      “Yeah. But I don’t want the problems he creates. I’m afraid of unemployment mostly. Loki, Spaceways, immigrants, all of it. Who died and left me God?” He surprised himself with the vehemence of his vexation.

      Remi laughed out loud. “You are a captain! In command. A decision must be made. You make it.”

      “But why me? I’m nothing much. A ship driver. I have opinions. So does everyone else. Mahina is a democracy. Everyone’s opinion counts the same.”

      “Sagamore is not a democracy. Each occupation makes decisions based on what they know. Mahina, I think too, is not a democracy. You elect politicians. You hope they do what they promise. But they promise things they cannot deliver. You don’t vote on issues. You vote on people to decide issues.”

      “We vote on them based on their opinions on issues. And their personalities. Whether we trust them.” Ben wondered if he ever trusted a politician in his life. No. Voting was simpler in Poldark, before Mahina Actual lost its power. Now settler governments actually did something besides collect water tax. They run creches. Fortunately, Mahina University still controlled the terraforming.

      “Your government does not work,” Remi echoed his thoughts. “Sagamore works too well. Denali is maybe more education than government. The government trains them to be the government. They’re all insane together. Sanctuary left government to an insane AI while they play sports. Cantons, also insane.”

      “If you could go back to Sagamore, would you?”

      “No. I am like you. I live in the rings, which is no country. Do you miss Poldark?”

      Ben snorted. “No. I like visiting Schuyler. But it’s Cope’s town, not mine. I don’t belong in Poldark at all. Never did.”

      “You don’t give yourself enough credit, Ben. By Sag standards, you make the right choice with Loki. And save lives. We have too few people. We cannot lose more. Our ability to make things, it is too small. We need technology to survive. Loki helps us survive, maybe thrive. You know what you’re doing.”

      Ben listened to this, nearly holding his breath. Most annoyingly, a tear formed in his eye. He grimaced. “But who am I?”

      “You are one who understands these things. And has the power to act. So you act. You are not the only one. If we work for Thrive Spaceways, we believe in this mission, yes? It certainly isn’t the pay.” Irritation tinged his voice. “But the lifestyle is very nice. For space.”

      “It’s people who make it good,” Ben agreed. “We’ve got great people. You included.”

      “And you keep an idiot like Wilder. A whore like Tikki. Quire is charity, Zan a traitor. Sass makes her ship a family. Your ship, more like miscellaneous rejects.”

      Ben chuckled sadly. “Does my crew seem that bad to you?” Sass’s crew were an odd lot of rejects, too, himself included. She molded them into more. He aspired to do the same. But maybe instead he sank to their level.

      “I did not say bad,” Remi corrected him. “I am also a reject.”

      “Not to me,” Ben assured him. “You know that. You remember how hard I worked to recruit you.” He’d crossed the line. Sass wanted to strangle him. But she had two excellent engineers, and only needed one. While Ben and Cope ran an engineering company, not a single ship.

      “I am flattered.” Remi sighed melodramatically. “I found reverse. I can steer the cart. Now, captain, do we stay or go? I vote go. But we are not a democracy.”

      Ben eyed his vandalism sadly. He hoped Loki got the message. But their margin for error on the air canisters was too tight. They must act.

      “Go.” Like the man said, the captain’s duty was to decide. Especially when the choice was clear as mud.
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      Relief flooded Ben as they pulled to a stop facing a 7-way intersection. This was their third crossroads since the new-plate room. At one of two consecutive 4-way intersections in the meantime, he’d chosen the wrong branch and landed at a 5-way. He’d been about 90% sure he’d then corrected for their rotation, but he wasn’t sure until just this moment.

      He alighted, barely limping anymore, and let Remi mark the corridor while he figured out which of six options could be described as ‘the right index finger.’ He comforted himself that there were only four possible orientations, because the veers and cart 180 summed to some multiple of a right angle. But he approached the task by testing each of six outlets in turn, placing himself in each opening and holding his gauntleted right hand out before him like a claw. The wrist only twinged now.

      His third corridor fit the bill. He hung a spare washer in mid-air to mark it. But he continued on methodically to test candidate four. No, he hadn’t expected that one to be it. Unfortunately, he could make a good case for door number five. “Remi? This one or that one? Come look.”

      “We have no time for this!” But the engineer grudgingly shot over and checked the view from corridor three, then five. “I want to say this one. But I do not know. Damn.”

      Ben pulled out his gels and marked an arrow on the wall, plus a question mark. “Mark the other one a question, please. No arrow. Then let’s go.”

      “Next we have a landmark?” Remi asked hopefully.

      Ben replied evenly, “Next we have three four-way intersections in a row. The fourth is the T-intersection.” He hoped his voice didn’t quaver. “Only two more to reach the marked intersections. You swapped air canisters?”

      “While I worked on the cart,” Remi agreed.

      That was an hour and a half ago. Ben skated his way back to their ride. After Remi rejoined him and drove through the intersection, he reasoned aloud, “About three hours per canister. We have one and an eighth left. What other options?”

      “You don’t think we’ll make it.” Remi drove, rather than teach the captain the unfamiliar controller he used.

      It’ll be close. “Option. One of us goes cryo. Others? Brainstorm with me.”

      “Electrolysis on our water,” Remi volunteered grudgingly. “But all other options, they take time! And our water.”

      “We can last a day without water.” But Remi knew that. “We could find another exit. On the surface, we can navigate easier. I think the surface is that way.” He pointed right. “But I’m not sure.”

      “We see only two T intersections,” Remi reasoned. “One was our entrance.”

      “Yeah, but the other wasn’t.”

      Remi tried again. “The smelter must send its dross to the surface.”

      Ben allowed, “That one might work. OK, escape, backtrack, make air, find air, talk to Loki. Any other possibilities?”

      “What are you trying to figure out?”

      “When to give up on this and try something else.”

      “Merde.” They stopped at another 4-way intersection. Ben strode across to mark their egress, while Remi marked the way they came.

      “Oxides!” the engineer blurted suddenly. “The nanofab. The robot arms, some deposit oxidation layers! If we reach there, we have oxygen.”

      “Bingo. Thank you, Remi!”

      They worked in silence until the cart trundled forward again. Then Remi hesitantly asked, “Is Loki looking for us, you think?”

      “Yeah.” Ben asserted assurance, despite his doubts.

      The disproof of that theory was that no express robot had arrived to whisk them off to safety. “I know what I’d tell him, if I were on Merchant. Find our captain or we have no choice but –”
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      “– Leave me no choice but to warp back to Mahina immediately!” Judge claimed. “And man, will Ben’s husband be pissed!”

      Granted, Ben’s husband fought with his wits and fists. Ben was the one who favored asteroid-carving guns and berserkers.

      The wild-haired avatar of Loki slammed his desk with both hands. He leaned into the monitor to scream. They sat in the dining room, so this grew his face over a meter tall. “I tell you, he isn’t there!”

      “Of course he’s in the asteroid!” Judge insisted. “Where else could he be?”

      Teke lounged at the table alongside Nico, Hugo, and Floki. The physicist mused, “That’s an interesting question. Loki, we know that Ben and Remi entered the asteroid. Not once, but twice. They planned to hunt for a nanofab. The shuttle is missing their grav sleds, oxygen bottles, tool boxes. This suggests they’re in the asteroid. Doesn’t it?”

      “But then why would the shuttle be drifting fifteen klicks away from the asteroid?” Loki wailed. “They left! And then something happened!”

      “Something like what?”

      “Maybe they had to eject. I don’t know!”

      “If they ejected, where would they go?” Nico reasoned. “Except back to the asteroid.”

      “Please look, grandfather,” Floki interceded.

      “I have no way to look. Except…” Loki’s face froze on the screen.

      Eventually Judge asked, “Did our comms lock up?”

      Loki suddenly resumed, now leaning thoughtfully back in his chair. “Yes, there has been a disturbance inside the asteroid. I didn’t search far enough from the nanofab. They went a long way. The wrong way.”

      “Perhaps they took a wrong turn,” the Ganny AI specialist Hugo suggested.

      “Get them on screen!” Judge hollered. “I demand to talk to them!”

      “Forget that!” Nico countered. “Loki, my dad’s nearly out of air!”

      Loki frowned. “Why would I keep nitrox on a computing node?”

      “Grandfather, you can make nitrox,” Floki encouraged. “Can’t you?”

      “Well, of course, in industrial quantities! No nitrox, no canisters. And I don’t know where they are! Only where they were.”

      Judge took his turn slamming fists into the table. “Find them! Now! We can supply nitrox in canisters. But you’ve got to get them to an exit! Alive!”
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      With only an hour of air remaining, the little cart turned at the T-intersection. And there, in all its glory, was the nanofab. Ben laid his helmet down on his arms and took a few sobbing breaths.

      Remi threw his arms around his captain and hugged him. “You did it!”

      “We did it.” Ben blinked tears of relief out of his eyes. The cart’s gravity field traced them down his cheeks. “OK. Oxygen. How can I help?”

      Remi found another doorway to tuck the cart into and pulled to a halt. After Ben hopped overboard, he handed out his toolbox and a couple empty canisters, then climbed out after him with the same. “This way.”

      Ben followed along the slow conveyor belt Remi had studied, somewhat different from the quicker one he’d tracked. They reached a spot where the plate entered a process box sitting on the belt. A quick glance informed Ben that the plates emerged a different color than they went in.

      But that wasn’t Remi’s interest. “No tank.” The engineer studied the hoses connected to the box. “White for lox.”

      “That’s rather trusting, isn’t it?” Ben complained. “I’m not going to breathe something because it comes from a white hose.”

      “No. Fire test.” Remi disconnected the white hose and studied its valve. They couldn’t hear whether it hissed.

      Ben pulled out one of their handy Sagamore emergency air bubble kits. “Around you? Around your arm?”

      “Wait.” Remi thought through his dexterity challenges, then rammed a fine electronic screwdriver in to jam open the valve. This instantly spewed a stream of pretty blue liquid oxygen. Unfortunately it also struck a spark, so a split second later, the stream lit on fire.

      The conveyor belt stopped. Red emergency lights came on. And a wheeled robot sped around a bend to douse them with foam flame retardant.

      Ben battled his way out of his foam cocoon to see Remi doing the same. The red lights vanished, leaving the place pitch dark again, except where their helmets glowed yellow through their packaging. Other conveyor belts had resumed, though theirs remained halted.

      “It’s oxygen,” the engineer confidently claimed. He used an arm to excavate his toolbox, then batted clear a section of the conveyor to use as a table. Eventually they found the right air-filling tool in Ben’s box, not his. By then a horde of spider-bots descended to clean up the mess. They retreated to an open section of floor-wall and cast a bubble around themselves and their gear.

      “No sparks,” Remi warned.

      “No kidding.”

      Painstakingly, Remi filled a canister. It was slightly over-pressure on oxygen, but not enough to cause problems. Fortunately, the way their suits worked, nitrogen was recycled into the bottle, but carbon dioxide filtered into the suit’s waste stream. Ben’s ship standard required a full flush and refill. But a shot of oxygen was all they really needed to recharge one.

      “I’ll test it,” Ben volunteered.

      “No. You are the captain.” Remi unhooked his current can and tried to replace it himself.

      Ben grabbed the canister and snapped it home for less than a second, then unplugged it. “Was it good?”

      “I cannot tell. Give it longer.”

      The captain plugged the canister back and left it for a slow count of one-regolith, two-regolith, three-regolith, disconnect. He watched Remi’s face the whole time like a dedicated sensor. “Well?”

      Remi nodded slowly, then broke into a grin. “We live!” He threw his arms around Ben. He clunked his helmet to each cheek, a French kiss, pressure-suit fashion.

      Ben laughed out loud, drunk on success, and returned the gestures. “Thank you, Remi!” He plugged the man’s new canister back in. “Next!”

      His companion looked sheepish. “I, ah, didn’t mean…anything.”

      Ben grimaced. “I never thought you did. You like women, I like men. But I don’t screw with crew. Tikki I knew before we hired him. You remember. You were there when I met him.” He lined up the other canisters for recharging.

      “Are you and Cope…?” Remi began. “Never mind. None of my business.”

      “We have time to bond,” Ben quipped. “Are Cope and I what?”

      “Are you more lovers? Or friends? I don’t mean anything bad. But you take lovers. I wonder if you are not happy at home, in all ways.”

      Not perfectly, no.  Ben didn’t care to air marital laundry, though. “We were separated for a long time. I developed some bad habits, is all. Now mostly we’re together. If I can have him, I don’t want anyone else. And the affairs, they were all like that. So yes, we’re best friends. But also lovers. We don’t look it? We try to behave in public.”

      “You seemed eager to leave him. That’s all.” Remi attended to his refilling job.

      Eventually an answer coalesced, and Ben replied. “He worked really hard to take care of me. And I was completely out of line.” He explained about the nanites getting fried on Denali, causing his meltdown. And how he’d then refused to get them replaced right away. “I…there’s business stuff in the way between us.”

      “Ah.”

      “You’re being tactful,” Ben accused. “What.”

      “I don’t know how to say it. You treat Cope as your superior.”

      “Cope is my superior. In every way.”

      “I don’t think so. You are equals. Sometimes he excels, sometimes you. Or one will fail, or both. You are great men. When you fall, you fall hard. But always you try to be smaller than Cope. To hide in his shadow. But this is not equal. I think you resent him. A little.”

      The captain froze, until Remi leaned over to pull the next canister from him. Then he whispered, “I resent him. Especially about the kids. Especially as president. He didn’t take care of the money. I did.” He gulped. “It wasn’t just nanites.”

      “No,” Remi agreed. “Your breakdown, it took months. I was not surprised. And I worry now, captain. If this…adventure is too much for you. We come here for an easy assignment, for you to recover. Tell me if you need help. We survive together. Or not.”

      “Am I screwing up?” Ben demanded.

      “No.”

      “I can handle it!”

      “You have so far,” Remi murmured placatingly. “But you are scared. I know this because I am scared. We are not stupid.”

      We could die here, oh so easily. “Yeah.” Ben stood too abruptly. He floated up to the bubble wall above, which gently batted him back down. “But our next move is back to the shuttle. Then a good meal on Merchant. Agreed?”

      Remi wobbled his head. “The cart, she needs recharging. Extra oxygen would be nice. But we have no nozzles.”

      “Three spare cans. And we marked the way back. We’ll go faster now. I’ll check the cart.” He bubbled himself out of Remi’s enclosure, then lay to look inside the control box of their purloined robo-ride. This involved zero-g levitation, not contact with the stone ‘floor’ of the moment. Only his boots and gauntlets were insulated enough for prolonged contact with surfaces near absolute zero. Actually lying down would drain his heater battery and invite hypothermia.

      He easily located the cart battery and tested its charge. At a guess, it was well below a quarter capacity, and so was his suit. Remi’s was even lower. He grabbed their spare batteries and tested them as well. Discharged.

      “Remi, recharging is a priority. Our spare batteries are no good. They discharged from the cold.”

      “Merde. I’m low.”

      “Looks like a 240-volt AC plug. I’ll go look.”

      “No! We stay together. I am done in two minutes.”

      Ben watched the spider-bots work on the conveyor. The belt shuddered back to life before Remi sliced his way out of the bubble. Cope would loathe the robots. They’d put factory engineers out of a job on Mahina.

      “Not here I think,” Remi advised, studying their nanofab environs. “Spider or bat den. They recharge.”

      And off they went on the next life support challenge. The engineer had only 20 minutes of heat left.
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      As the cart came to a halt, Ben stared at the five-way intersection. Of all the corridors they’d traversed in this damned rock, not once had he encountered a five-way.

      Recharging their batteries had proven neither quick nor straightforward. The cart was simple, but Remi needed to fashion a custom adapter to step down from 240 volts to charge their power packs, which took 110 volts in. Hanging out in the bat cave amongst the rustling robots was creepy as hell. He still couldn’t figure out what the ‘wings’ were for, in a vacuum – certainly not flying.

      But now their suits were recharged, spare power bricks wrapped to hold their heat and slow their discharge. Resupply accomplished, finally they resumed their path toward the shuttle. And they reached this five-way.

      Remi quipped, “Ben, I begin to doubt your reputation as the best pilot in Aloha.” He laughed. “We mark these corridors, and map them. And still you get lost?” He started the cart in the opposite direction, to backtrack to the previous intersection.

      After a couple doorways, Ben demanded, “No, stop. Go back.”

      Remi sighed and did as asked. Upon arrival, Ben vaulted out of the cart and scrutinized the tunnel walls at the five-way. There. He placed his hand on an arrow tip, etched on their current corridor to point the direction from whence they arrived. Z for Zap. The arrow shaft ended abruptly under masonry. “We’ve been here.”

      “And you mapped it wrong?” Remi wondered.

      “Everyone makes mistakes,” the captain growled.

      But did he make one here? Not one of the ubiquitous four-way crossroads, this was a junction they visited and mapped multiple times. Ben slid the wall and found the ore smelter marking. So according to his records, their tunnel toward the shuttle was…that blank wall. Unless he’d gotten turned around, which he surely had.

      But that wouldn’t explain five tunnels where once there were six. He couldn’t have made that mistake. Not that many times.

      He floated into mid-intersection and set to spinning at dead slow, altering his axis of rotation a few times. In his long experience, he’d found no good words to describe the direction sense of a space pilot, the continual realignment of reference axes. What he did now was akin to spinning a combination lock to clear previous botched attempts, an orientation reset to his internal tumblers. He closed his eyes and sensed the spin until he felt all preferences dissolve. Then he opened his eyes and pictured a man etching the wall by Remi. Ignoring him and the cart, he deployed his grav generator to follow his feet, using his body as a plumb line. He drifted like a Denali leaf to the ‘floor’, to stand canted 30 degrees.

      He pointed backward to his left, certain. “The tunnel is there.”

      He carefully followed his arm to shine his headlamp at a blank wall.

      “Maybe you need rest.”

      “I am not losing it,” Ben insisted. He carefully kept his arm pointing where his missing tunnel should be, but swept his helmet light to the closest nearby tunnel. Then he walked the light back, ever so slowly.

      “Stop!” Remi called out. “The wall. There, it is different.” His headlamp reinforced Ben’s in the region he spotted.

      Ben considered dropping his orientation arm, but decided against it. “You look.”

      The engineer launched toward the discrepancy in the tunnel color. With his headlamp up close and personal, the discontinuity became clearer. Using the end of a screwdriver, he started tapping.

      Sound didn’t carry in vacuum. Ben left him to his tactile divination from faint vibrations traveling up a screwdriver. Instead the captain systematically cast his own head-lamp, attempting to trace the outline of this different wall. Yes, it was essentially circular. “New construction. The robots blocked us. Am I wrong?”

      “No. You are right.” Remi attempted to chip at the new wall with his screwdriver. This dislodged a chunk of composite smaller than a tooth filling, to Ben’s eye.

      But apparently the engineer wasn’t trying to dig their way out. He carried his chip to the cart, to study it with his high-power magnifier. “Concrete. These tunnel walls, they are lined with concrete. This is new.”

      “How do you mix concrete in vacuum?”

      “You don’t. But it dries very fast in vacuum, yes?”

      Ben snuffed a laugh. “Yes. Damn.” He dropped his arm and stepped to his missing tunnel. He pulled out his yellow tube and marked the new wall B for Blocked. “Have we ever seen a tunnel loop? A bypass?” He didn’t recall any, except possibly in a new construction zone. But two of these now-five tunnels they skipped precisely because they presumably led to new construction near the smelter.

      “No. We could blow up the wall.”

      Ben shot him a look. “With what? Suborn more robots?” He wore a blaster, but for defense against robots. It wasn’t much use for excavation. He completed his etching and rejoined the cart. “Possibilities. Attack the wall. Bypass the plug by testing all adjacent tunnels. Find a way to the surface.” He gazed uneasily at the missing tunnel mouth. But why would Loki block our way out?

      Or is it Loki who directs these robots? He didn’t share his thoughts aloud because they struck him as paranoid. But we told Loki we were here. He knows by now. Doesn’t he?

      “The ore smelter,” Remi reasoned. “Its dross. Follow the waste rock to the surface. Maybe.”

      Ben had a sinking feeling that wouldn’t work. Not if someone was actively working to block them. But why would Loki do that? “Yes. That tunnel to the smelter. No. Let’s explore the left one we skipped before. I think that’s up.” He hopped out and marked the chosen corridor on wall and map.

      Remi started the cart trundling along again, and reached to offer Ben a hand up as he passed. “Six hours of air.”

      “We know our way back to the air store, and the recharging bay,” Ben reminded him. So long as no one builds another wall. They were hungry and tired. But their water recycled. “How long on the suits? Four days for a skiff miner, right? But our suits are in better repair.”

      “I doubt that,” Remi contradicted him. “We visit space. A miner, his suit is his life. Yes, four days, maybe five with safety margin. Our suits, four.”

      The prospect of being trapped in a maze for four days invited Ben to despair. He told his rego fears to take a hike. We go on. “We find our way outside from the smelter. In four hours, we return to the nanofab.”

      “Aye, captain.”

      Ben silently resolved that for those four hours, they should not advertise their position to Loki again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Stop him!” Ben wheeled to see what Remi was pointing at, blaster drawn on automatic. He cursed and put a hand down to cancel his inevitable spinning momentum.

      After a full day of enjoying a nearly empty asteroid, their luck ran out on this corridor. They’d found their way back to the smelter room. The chamber ahead was packed, robots of every shape and description busily demolishing stone. But they’d left the spacers alone.

      Until now. His headlamp converged with Remi’s on a polebot making for their parked cart. As they’d hoped, they found a rock rubbish dumpster, steadily filling. The two men camped waiting for it to move so they could trail it to the surface. But they parked the cart back a few dozen meters to stay out of the spew zone from the jackhammer-bots. To protect themselves, they filched shields from the bots, rather shorter and squatter than themselves, to huddle behind.

      Ben steadied and took careful aim, and blew the polebot’s head off. He paused to assess. Sure enough, the bot kept going. So he expended another charge to blow out its wheel base, and topple it to the gravel-heap of slithering ‘floor.’

      It really bothered him that every side of this chamber acted as floor. He kept looking up, waiting for those gravel piles ‘above’ to land on his head. The cart sat canted about 50 degrees off their current orientation, chosen to match the base of the dumpster.

      “Think we should move the cart farther away?” the captain asked.

      Remi turned back to assess the dumpster, his headlamp tracking automatically. “I think they must move the container soon. Gravel masses one point five tons per cubic meter. Over a hundred tons.” He reconsidered his wording. “It’s full.”

      Turning his head 180 degrees to check the dumpster didn’t tempt Ben. Instead he assessed the activity level in the room. Sure enough, the robot agenda had altered. He figured they were cleaning up, so a replacement monster dumpster could move in.

      He was about to mention this theory, when two polebots split off and headed toward his cart. “Dammit!” He blew the base off both of them in turn.

      The group-mind, whatever that might be, dispatched four replacements.

      Ben grimaced, and checked the charge on his blaster. “Geometric progression.” He worried his lip with his teeth, and sighed hugely. “Retrieve our gear. Bring the shields.” With that, he enabled his grav again for traction and sprinted for the cart. The engineer understandably lagged behind.

      Arriving at the cart, Ben kicked a polebot over to get him out of the way, and vaulted into the cart. He swore at the need to keep his helmet tucked down to put light on his subject, as he scraped together their awkward collection of belongings. He hurled out the broken sled, which gave another polebot an occupation. The other two now made slow progress hauling him and the cart toward the dumpster. And four more polebots rolled toward him to replace the two he’d distracted.

      He grimaced at their broken cases. Better to use them than risk leaving a precious air canister or battery loose to be tidied into the trash by a bot. He filled the bottom halves of them. But the cart was getting perilously close to the dumpster.

      “Ben! The control board!” Remi yelled at him.

      Ben blinked. “Bring it? Or use it?”

      “Both!” Remi clambered in, shoving two rock-shields into him, much like the riot shields used by the Schuyler police. Ben sprawled onto his ass as the cart suddenly jerked into motion away from the waiting maw of the dumpster.

      Which of course inspired the polebots to redouble their efforts. “We’re bailing out, Remi! They won’t give up!”

      “Merde!” The engineer draped himself over the side, butt to Ben again, to salvage the far end of his control electronics.

      Ben sourly collected the belongings he’d spilled all over again. “If they tip you into that dumpster, I won’t come get you.”

      “Screw you, too.”

      “Bail out, chief! That’s an order! I need to hand this out to you, or we’ll lose it!”

      “Oh.” Remi yanked his wiring, and stood to coil it neatly around his control board.

      Ben ripped both out of his hands and shoved them into a broken case. “Out!” He kicked a polebot out of the way to make Remi an opening, then shoved him in that direction. The moment the engineer dismounted, Ben shoved a case at him, then perched the working sled on top of it. He hauled the second case to the side, then slipped overboard halfway, grabbed the case, and dropped to the gravel.

      Much lighter, the cart took only seconds to complete its trip into the dumpster.

      But the polebots decided the men were also debris to be policed from the work zone. Two seized Ben by his shoulders and bore him after the cart.

      “Do not lose the cases!” Ben hollered. He tried kicking the polebots away. But as others had found before him, the damned things were strong. He knew how to disable them, either with a blaster or by pulling the bolt that served as a shoulder hinge. But with his arms desperately clutching the warped case closed, he couldn’t let go to do either.

      They lifted him and flipped him onto the dross heap. He tucked protectively around his box and rolled hard on his back. A rocked stabbed into the back of his thigh, and the suit automatically applied a tourniquet. “Dammit!” A wildly careening beam of headlamp advertised Remi arriving seconds before a sled handlebar rammed into Ben’s kidney. “Ow!”

      “Ow,” Remi agreed, as the dumpster began rolling. “I lost the sled.”

      Ben returned the favor, jamming its handlebar into the engineer’s thigh. “I need you to patch my suit.” He grabbed Remi’s hand and guided it to the leak. There were worse places to reach on his own anatomy, but that spot was hard.

      “My shoulder,” Remi returned, and guided Ben’s gauntlet to the spot.

      “You win.” Ben shifted painfully to his knees for access, and leaned on his case for safekeeping. Surprisingly, the dumpster-bot’s local gravity felt nearly Earth-normal. He duct-taped Remi’s tear quickly. As soon as the engineer verified his pressure was restored, Ben flipped over to present ass for his own repair.

      And the dumpster beneath them creaked to life.
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      “Down!” Remi shoved Ben’s helmet into the dumpster load of gravel along with his own. He hastily swerved his hips off of his case, then kneed Ben’s butt as well. The overhead was growing perilously close.

      “Get out of here!” Ben objected, trying to rise.

      “Too late.” Remi couldn’t reach the loose gravel hanging above them, held there by opposing gravity. But already they began rolling into a clear tunnel. Yes, there was some scant headroom above the container. But the dumpster was a tight fit. Its corners came within a hand’s length of the round corridor walls. He turned his helmet to cast light on the rear of the container. They were near its head. A heaping slithering pile of loose rubble lay between them and slipping out the back. They’d both already sliced their suits on this sharp rubble. And if they did jump out the back, their next trick would be to follow the dumpster.

      All in all, he’d rather take a ride. Then again, getting a hundred tons of rock dumped on top of him wasn’t survivable.

      Ben suggested, “We could jump up into a side tunnel if we spot one.”

      Remi pictured this briefly. A hole would appear above for a couple seconds. They’d grab their gear, strain their grav generators, and fall up. And then they’d chase a dumpster. “Let’s not.”

      Fortunately Ben was reasonable. “We jump the second we exit the asteroid.”

      “But of course.” Their powerful steed slowed for a moment, and Remi tilted sideways. “First turn, left up. We memorize.” Under these conditions, mapping their path would likely lose them the tablet.

      Ben propped himself up enough for his helmet to light the view ahead past the forward rim. They jostled in silence for a few minutes, making another veer. A continuing tilt to the right suggested a slow rotation as well. Remi concentrated fiercely on memorizing the sequence. Unless they came out right on top of their shuttle – and they didn’t expect to – they must recharge their air before hiking anywhere, and their batteries as well.

      The container slowed more than usual. The reason became apparent as they negotiated a sharp turn left-up. And Ben’s lamp spotted a black hole before them. “Grab your gear!”

      Remi scrabbled for the broken box and the sled. As they emerged into pristine star-studded blackness, the dumpster executed another 90-degree climb out of the funnel entrance at dead slow. He tossed the sled overboard, and leapt after it.

      The dumpster’s artificial gravity vanished the moment he cleared its edge. He sailed through black vacuum over a pitch dark landscape. Only an absence of stars told him where the asteroid lay. And neither of his hands were free, clutching the box. He swore at himself in French for not taking a moment to duct-tape the damned thing closed. He even had the tape out, to fix the captain’s suit.

      “Remi, you’re not on a parabolic,” Ben warned him.

      Right. He managed to squeeze the box closed-enough with one arm, so he could reach his grav generator and pull himself down before he flew off the asteroid altogether. He angled backward toward where they emerged, and very slowly drifted down to standing. He immediately set down the container and began taping it. “Can you see our entrance?”

      Ben’s headlamp crossed him, ruining his sight for a moment, but informing him where the captain was. “I’m on a pyramid a hundred meters from yours. The exit is to your right, bit behind, two hundred meters.”

      Remi considered this, and reoriented his body and craft project to face the tunnel mouth. His headlamp confirmed. The dumpster stood on end some ways to the left, a spill of rock before it. He caught himself watching how exactly it cantilevered itself, then got back to his knitting. “I tape my gear box. Do you see the sled?”

      “Yeah. What I don’t see is a shuttle. Or Merchant. Or Merchant’s shuttle. Rego hell.”

      Remi didn’t expect to see a damned thing, except in the tunnel of light before him. Only after a moment did he realize Ben referred to his instruments. “I am tired and stupid.”

      “Ditto that. I’m heading down.”

      “Did you fix your box? And map our turns?”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      Remi grimaced and finished his chore. He stood and pointed his helmet at Ben, skidding down his gravel pyramid. “Bad for your boots.”

      “Hey, Remi? Do me a favor. Pretend I’m in command.”

      “Sorry.” The old mining hand settled on 0.2 g, and bounded lightly off his hill, to sail in slow motion toward the gaping funnel hole. He had time to kill in the not-air. “We could be far from the shuttle. Curve of the asteroid between us?”

      The captain sighed. “That’s pretty far. I guess that would explain Merchant, too.”

      “No,” Remi reasoned, touching down a few meters from him. “The problem with Merchant is a weak signal.”

      “Spherical broadcast?” Ben realized sadly.

      Their suit transmitters had only so much power. The power of their signals fell off as the cube of the distance. Which meant a few klicks was too damned far to hear them unless someone was listening awfully hard. “But surely they’re looking for us!”

      Remi put down his box and kicked it. Then he retrieved his utility knife and cut the dratted thing open again. “I erect a signal. SOS. We leave a battery and the lights here to cry for help. And we mark tunnels.”

      “You have the shop light.” Ben joined him and sat on his own box. “Mine holds batteries, air canisters, toolbox, and the water thermos.”

      “Would your toolbox have a transmitter?”

      “Sorry, no. Just the suit. We can’t spare our suit radios.”

      “No!” Remi agreed. The perennial blackness sapped his spirit as the cold wore down his batteries. To be unable to converse would be hell. Then he recalled it was his companion who so recently suffered a nervous breakdown. He asked gently, “How are you, Ben?”

      The captain was slow to answer. “I’ve been happier.” After another lull, he added in a reedy voice, “The headlamp lights are beginning to get to me.”

      “Me too. You are OK?”

      Another answer was slow coming. “Sure.”

      “Would you tell me if you were not OK?”

      “Sure.” Remi read that response as a bald-faced lie.

      Ben continued, “So are you rigging an SOS light?” His head lamp crossed Remi’s briefly to double the illumination on his toolbox. “Can I help?”

      “Almost done.” The engineer finished programming a sequencer, and attached it to the powerful work-site lamp.

      He decided the captain was still tracking, functioning well enough. “We need rest. At the nanofab, or the bat cave.”

      “Yeah. This is disappointing.”

      “Yes,” Remi murmured. “I thought, we stick our heads out, we see shuttle, call Merchant. Wilder and Nico are here on the asteroid looking for us. They bound over with fresh air and emergency blankets. Joey flies the shuttle to us. We are home safe in minutes.”

      Ben dropped his helmet onto his arms. “That sounds nice.”

      Remi added a battery to blaze forth his SOS Morse code signal. “The range on this…”

      “Is next to nothing,” Ben agreed. “And the battery will die of the cold. Sit and rest? Or back to the conveyor belts? We don’t have time to wait.” The dumpster was gone now.

      “Agreed.” Remi kicked his head back and took in the stars. They slid across the sky quickly because of the asteroid’s fast spin. But none moved or flickered. They shone across unimaginable light years, in frigid indifference to their plight. And they’d face the brutal sun soon. “There is a transmitter. And receiver. Somewhere. For Loki to speak his thoughts from one asteroid to another. But it’s tightbeam. We won’t detect it.” No atmosphere would scatter a laser here.

      Ben murmured, “If we come back up, if I can’t see a shuttle to head for…”

      No, it wasn’t Remi’s imagination. The captain was in trouble. But who was he to fix it? “You need a friend. I don’t know how to do that.” He sighed hugely, then spat out his frustration.

      “Never anyone likes me. As a kid, I am aristocrat, but not really. No friends, only my sisters. I go to school in Landing. But my family has a secret, we don’t keep slaves. So, no friends. I go to the orbital, finally people like me. But no, they take drugs, I don’t like them. I get arrested for the revolution, sent to Hell’s Bells. More drugs! And only men! I don’t want men! I want women! Sass’s ship, still a year before I have friends. Spaceways it’s better, but still no one likes me! So I talk to machines! I know you need help! But I don’t know how to help you!”

      He finally met Ben’s eyes on this last, and the words died. Tears welled in the captain’s eyes, failing to fall in zero g. “You’re like me, Remi. And I like you fine.”

      The engineer scoffed. “You? Like me?”

      “Stop!” Ben begged. “At twenty, Sass found me in Poldark. My dad paid her to take me away. I was the first university student Poldark ever produced. Only four settlers on the whole rego moon went to university. Poldark shunned me. Not a single friend in that town.”

      He was crying in earnest now. “Even Thrive’s crew – Abel hated me. I was smart, hyper, a wise-ass. But Sass likes everybody. Then she hired Cope, seven years older, a real man, hardened. He adopted me. Kind of like a pet. Taught me how to act. I had friends for the first time. And that meant the world to me. That’s what I try to make Spaceways. A home for smart misfits. You’re home, Remi. With us. And don’t you ever think I don’t mean it. That I don’t care. Because I do, dammit!

      “But I’m a captain! I lead by example. Whether I’m OK or not.” He stumbled over the last of that. Then in violent reaction, he stood from his case too forcefully. He bounded off the asteroid again. He swore floating down. “You have a friend. A real one. Because you and me? We’re the same.”

      “From different moons.”

      Ben shook his head lightly, not enough to shift the helmet. “Roy Dome, Poldark, Landing, SO. That was half our lives ago. You and me, we live in the Rings.” He added sheepishly, “Let’s go.”

      Remi fell in beside him as they retraced their steps to the nanofab whose siren call led them to shipwreck. After they etched another turn, he ventured, “I would like a friend here. Captain, not so much.”

      “Deal. I don’t know what to try next, anyway. I don’t know what direction to walk on the surface.”

      They’d counted on a clear line of sight, a comms beacon to follow. “They’re looking for us, Ben. I believe that.”

      “Yeah? Then where are they?” A moment later, he whispered, “Sorry.”
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      Ben wondered where the bats went. They entered their favorite bat cave for stage two of recharging, after collecting air from the nanofab. The room seemed mercifully light on the flapping nuisances.

      Remi skimmed the floor past him, to the section they’d claimed for charging ports. He propelled himself by grasping bat ‘heads.’ They plugged in by their nether ends.

      Ben followed hopscotch-fashion, stepping through vacant bat-slots at low g. He made a mental note that his gravity generator and blaster needed charging as well as the battery bricks. “About an hour?” He checked the time, past midnight.

      Remi agreed, already plugging items in, inconvenient bat-bots evicted.

      Ben added his bricks to the first wave of recharging, then sadly added his grav generator. That meant he was stuck with zero-g for the duration. He amused himself with attempting to set both himself and his case of belongings at perfect rest relative to the floor. That never worked. “I’m getting dopey. We need sleep. Trade off, I think.”

      “Why?” Remi countered. “Takes twice as long for half the sleep that way.”

      “I fear cleaning bots,” the captain explained. “I wouldn’t sleep unless someone was watching. You can sleep first if you want.” His narrow light beam fixed on a nearby bat. “I am mortally tired of living inside a narrow beam of light. I’m starting to jump every time your beam swings around and surprises me. Spooks me. Do you think dark would be better?”

      “No, I do not.”

      Without sound effects, Ben didn’t realize his companion was up to something until it was complete. Suddenly, he was bathed in a cone of light, as though hovering in a bright teepee surrounded by black night. He laughed aloud and looked up. “Remi, you’re brilliant!” His helmet light sliced across the room, and he turned it off. His companion had affixed his utility flashlight to a bat above them, and set it to a wide beam.

      The engineer sketched a bow. This left him in a poor position to ‘land’ on their chosen ‘floor’. The chamber was fairly spherical, no particular orientation, just tiled with bat charging ports all around, about half presently occupied. Ben grabbed a bat head for anchor and extended his other arm to fish his friend down.

      Remi sighed as he came to rest. “That does feel better. You sleep. I don’t like the bats.”

      Ben plucked a bat from their chamber of light and pitched it into the black periphery. “I don’t either.” The next one, he unplugged, then turned on its back to inspect. “What are these rego things?”

      The ‘wings’ were flat, a squashed hexagonal shape on a short articulated arm like the dust-sweeper on a windshield. The chassis looked battered, with sensors on its ‘belly’. The thing reminded him of a puppy at the Mahina Actual creche when Nico was little. He rubbed its tummy, as the puppy loved. This inspired the bat to flap at him with its paddle-wings. After a brief slapping contest, Ben managed to back-hand the thing out of their glow space.

      “Maybe they spread concrete,” Remi suggested. “Who cares? After we sleep? What then?”

      “Ideas,” Ben conceded, continuing on his mission to evict bats from his friendly cocoon of light. “We haven’t tried to communicate with Loki lately. I got paranoid.”

      “Paranoid?”

      “The tunnels closing off. Something is telling the robots to do that. And they screwed us over. That worries me. Sorry. I should have told you.”

      “Yes. Partners please. No secrets.”

      “Agreed. I was afraid you’d think, well, that I was paranoid.”

      “Yes. I do.”

      “Thanks.” Ben beheaded his latest bat before hurling it. The head twisted off easily. The wing-paddles snapped off readily as well.

      “You are so mean to them,” Remi noted. “What would your daughter think?”

      “Frazzie is an evil little vixen. Takes after me. Sock is the one who’d protect the sweet bats from their mean awful daddy. After whining about me to Cope.” The next couple bats he simply launched outward. Displaced, the ghastly devices simply found another slot to nestle into. “They’re all grown. Sock’s too young, but he’s at university.”

      “Change of life,” Remi acknowledged. “Empty nest. We’re too young for that.”

      “You got that right.” Ben plucked and hurled a few more bats. “And that was hard. But then I learned about Texan. I have another son. Haven’t met him yet.”

      “When did you learn this?”

      “About halfway through the Denali evacuation? Three months ago. Frazzie told me. I didn’t have time to stop and deal with it.”

      “Maybe that’s when it started.”

      That caught Ben by surprise. “When what started?”

      “When you started to… Nervous breakdown.” The engineer shrugged apologetically. “Sometimes I refuse to deal with something. Put it off. Say, ‘I have more important things to do.’ And yes, maybe they are important to others. But not to me. To you, nothing is more important than another son, no? You have only Frazzie. Nico and Socks, yes, but they are adopted.”

      “Yeah. You pretend, you know? That you love them all the same. No, I do love them. But a biological child, it’s different. Like I study her to find myself. I don’t do that to the boys. I see Cope in them, not me.”

      “Mahina created this son, Texan?” No one birthed a by-blow by accident. Women couldn’t carry a baby to term on any of the settled worlds. Babies came from intentional lab breeding and careful gestation.

      “Another Denali special. I have a bald son.” Ben showed him the picture Frazzie sent him, the two of them hamming it up in a Mahina Actual cafe.

      “They smile like you. Attractive kids.”

      Ben chuckled softly. “Thank you. That’s what I saw. Maybe you’re right. I should have stopped. Dealt with it. I didn’t even tell Cope. We lied to him. There’s another Denali-born, a twin of Sock except for the genetic package for baldness. Ari, Aristotle. The two of them are room-mates at university.”

      “I resent people when I lie to them. Silly.”

      Ben stared at him. “I did. I do. I resent Cope because I had to lie to him. And for the rego fuel. And not taking care of the immigrant reception on Mahina. Not being a better president of Spaceways, as good a businessman as he is an engineer. You were right before. I hide behind him. Then get mad at him for not hiding me better. Stupid.”

      “Maybe not smart. But we all do these things. And we need to speak. Tell him.”

      “I told him,” Ben agreed. “All of that.” He huffed a laugh. “And then ran away. I think Zan and Wilder are right. I’m going to blow up my marriage again.” He sadly pulled a wing off another bat, as though playing ‘he loves me, he loves me not’ with a daisy.

      Each bat only had two wings. This game was deterministic. He tossed the bat over his shoulder. “Why do I love him and get so angry with him?”

      “Maybe it’s not him you’re angry at. Maybe I am angry now, a mid-life crisis. I am past forty. What was I supposed to make of my life. You know?”

      Ben did know. But he’d done what he intended to do. With the kids raised – and he was way too young to have an empty nest already – he’d been trying to craft some new post-parental life with Cope. And it all crash-landed into Denali. Wasn’t saving others supposed to uplift you? Sass made it look that way. Granted, evacuating Denali Prime to Waterfalls was the most grueling salvation operation she’d run before.

      And now they evacuated them right back to Denali Prime. Because the universe was fundamentally and implacably perverse.

      Sick of himself, he sought to flip the tables. “What about you? Do you plan on kids?”

      “I want them, yes. But my best lover is Husna, and – She got very angry when I visited. During your…vacation.”

      Ben sobered quick and focused on his companion. That’s gotta hurt. “How is she?”

      Husna Zales, head science officer of Sass’s expedition to Sanctuary, was over eighty, her Mahina Actual nanites expired. Darren Markley defied them, upgraded to Yang-Yangs and accepted MA’s punishment – exile from the city, and most of his net worth inherited by his kids while he still lived. Husna chose otherwise. Ben didn’t know her well enough to understand why.

      “Very old. Fragile. Unrecognizable. Her eyes are cloudy. Confused. Part of the time, she didn’t remember me.” Remi fell silent.

      Ben floated over and placed a hand on his arm for moral support.

      “She was too old for me. I know that.” Remi nodded at him in acknowledgment. “But no one else, really. Romance was fun. By a glowing lake beneath an alien sky. Until the lake killed our nanites. Our love did not last. She ended it. A fantasy, unrealistic, she said.”

      “I’m sorry.” Ben didn’t know what else to say. “What about Elise Pointreau?”

      “The spy! You know she is married, yes? Two kids on Sagamore. Husband is chief of orbital security.”

      “I did not know that!”

      “Yes. Double agent, triple agent, who knows where Elise’s loyalty lies?” Remi laughed and waved his gauntlets in a warding off. “No, not Elise! It might be fun. But she will not gain me children.”

      “I wonder if she has a Denali love-child with Teke.”

      “I think children are not your problem, Ben.”

      “No.” Ben had no idea what his problem was. Getting electrocuted in the middle of a tricky takeoff from Denali hadn’t helped. But Remi was right. He was lost before then. And it certainly wasn’t Texan’s fault. “You’re right. I need to talk to Cope. Honestly for a change.”

      “He can take it,” Remi opined. “He is a bird-weather friend, yes?”

      Ben laughed aloud, picturing pterodactyls and their emu. “Foul weather friend. Bad, not bird.”

      “English is a difficult language. So is French.”

      Ben peered at a battery meter. “Halfway? Oh!” He slipped out his blaster and added it to the charging items. “Did we accomplish what we came here for?”

      “Yes, I think. The nanofab of course we must bring. Ah, we never find robot manufacturing. This, too, and the smelter. Processors, memory. Robots. This is enough. I think the question instead is how much asteroid you can carry through the gateway.”

      “Mm, no,” Ben reasoned. “More how much asteroid I can control with the grav grapples afterward. But I should ask Teke whether the sheer mass is going to screw up my navigation.” He paused to consider this. “We could test that. With a jump and a rock. So, do we have a feel for the mass here?”

      “This rock is nearly three tons per cubic meter.”

      “No,” Ben corrected him. “This rock is riddled with tunnels and caverns. We’ll carve off any solid rock. Which affects its structural integrity.”

      “Ah. Yes. But do we know…?” He pulled out a tablet and started estimating, based on the chambers and corridor systems they’d seen. “What mass and dimensions can you control?”

      Ben’s tablet came out, too. “If my gateway navigation is off, I can’t do a damned thing but let go and wave bye-bye as Loki falls into Pono.” Remi had been with him on the deteriorating Prosper coming home from Cantons. The captain barely saved their asses with a second micro-jump out of the gas giant’s gravity well.

      Remi chuckled. “In engineering, we find a margin of error. But we fuel for second jump, too. And we bring a physicist to calculate very fast, yes?”

      “Point,” Ben conceded. He finished his sketch calculations in silence. The math was a welcome reprieve from upsetting contemplations. “Not very big. Four klicks across for the gateway, less for the grapples. The fuel depot rock is small enough. This one we have to cut smaller. But surely that’s not how you move an asteroid. When Hell’s Bells relocates one?”

      “No,” Remi agreed. “But the asteroids, they are in Pono orbit. We add vector, very slowly. We could add engines. No! In fact, we have those engines! Loki’s ships!”

      “I like how you think, chief! We attach the JO-3’s and couriers to the rock, warp it all through. Then use their propulsion to nudge the asteroid into a stable orbit. My grav tractor is only an extra nudge. Or bring the fuel factory through on the same pass, and use Merchant’s tractors to control that.”

      “Two!” Remi declaimed his verdict. “Two tons per cubic meter. Point something. Roughly.”

      “Check each other’s work,” Ben requested. They swapped files to second-guess each other.

      Remi unbent from his tablet satisfied, having altered nothing from Ben’s considerations. “I understand why you are best pilot. You know how to work your ship.”

      Ben felt the warm glow of his smile blossoming under the compliment. “I know how to pick an engineer, too. Well done. We’ll get a second opinion from Cope and Markley. But we know the ship and rock better.”

      Remi glanced sourly around their little oasis of light. “Amen.”

      “So use this as a first draft proposal,” Ben concluded. “Four klicks across, nanofab near the edge. Mass godzillion tons. So-and-so brontoburgers and processors, plus however many robots Loki can cram in.” Remi’s calculations included formulas on all of those, parameterized by the dimensions Ben supplied. “Propose it to the physicist and the AI. See what they say. Good. We accomplished today’s mission.”

      Remi began laughing softly, and soon they both cracked up. “Except that one thing.”

      “Our nap! You’re right!” This redoubled their gales of laughter.

      Their hysteria gradually sank into quiet chuckles. Ben named and placed their calculation files on his tablet for maximum visibility. In case his crew found it after they were dead.

      What a memento for Cope.

      Ben’s stomach gurgled to remind him of suppertime failure hours ago. “Are we charged yet? Let’s sleep in the nanofab.”

      It took another 20 minutes to extricate themselves from the bat cave. Ben wanted to cry as the homey cone of soft light blinked out. Again they were stuck with the two harsh narrow-beam headlamps, slashing through pitch blackness. But they’d find a place to sleep where they could rig it again, he promised himself. For once, he devoutly wished not to sleep in the dark.

      They turned into the corridor, only to find a brand new wall erected while they were in the bat cave. It dead-ended the tunnel between them and the nanofab. They were cut off from their air supply.
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      A couple hours earlier, Nico Copeland had accompanied Wilder and Joey to the asteroid, to hunt for his adoptive dad. As the brains of the outfit, the young man sorely wished his companions had brains of their own.

      “Wait, dammit! Come back! I’m setting up the repeater.” As acting captain, and the only mining expert they had left, the increasingly frantic Judge insisted his asteroid party remain in constant contact. The prevailing theory was that Ben and Remi got lost in the tunnels down here.

      Nico reflected that getting lost would be all too easy. He couldn’t find their lost party’s engraving at the first T-intersection until Joey stepped off of it. With no up or down, tunnels uniformly round, and only a narrow headlamp for visibility, this place was creepy as hell and seriously disorienting. “Now try.”

      “Try what?” Wilder demanded, leader of the party in his own mind, several meters to Nico’s right down the tunnel, as Ben’s arrow directed.

      “Call Judge!”

      “Judge, Wilder, do you copy?” The security guy’s voice exuded impatience.

      No response. Nico tried it with his own suit radio. “Judge? Please respond. Dammit, wait here!”

      “Nico, give up. You’ll never feed a signal through these corridors,” Joey opined. “You know the cable conduit in Mahina Orbital? Runs with the lights along the tunnels. That repeats all the comm signals. On a fresh tunnel at MO, it’s hopeless. Suit radios only work in line of sight.”

      “Then I need to go back to the surface and tell Judge. And etch this intersection, like Ben did.”

      Wilder’s patience evaporated. “Rego hell! Joey, surface. Talk to the old woman Judge. Nico, etch your heart out. I’ll be in the first chamber.”

      Nico muttered, “Aren’t you glad Sass isn’t here.” He hastily extracted his cutting gels. He’d seen his dad Cope do this, years ago. “Um, which color gel first?”

      “Yellow!” Joey and Wilder hollered at him. Wilder added, “Moron.” Joey snagged the failed repeater and coiled its cable as he headed back out to the shuttle.

      Nico started to write his name under the original arrow, thinking that if Ben found the note, it would cheer and encourage him. He finished the N and deemed it close enough. His dexterity with the second gel was even worse than the first, trying to retrace the same lines by squirting, while controlling his drift in zero-g. Dad made it look so easy.

      Joey proved yet again he was a nicer person than Wilder. “Use Sag gravity, 0.7 g seems to work best.”

      Now he tells me. Nico sheepishly settled to the ‘floor’, with the arrow pointing right. “Wilder?” He recoiled in surprise as Joey skate-walked past him. Everyone was the same audible distance apart, since sound only emerged from his suit radio. And unless they crossed his helmet beam, he could see nothing. Suddenly he realized Wilder was not in line of sight and would never answer.

      He tucked his gels back into his belt and tried to follow Joey. But unlike settlers of his dad’s generation, the young man never learned to walk at the forbidden low gravities. His first overly energetic bound took him to the ‘ceiling’ to bounce down, spread-eagled. “Argh!”

      Joey turned back and hauled him into an upright position. “Slide your feet like this. Damn, Nico. Didn’t anyone teach you to space-walk?”

      “When I was sixteen!”

      “Time to grow up.” Joey pulled ahead and turned into a funnel-like doorway, out of comms.

      Nico followed into the vast processor hall Ben and Remi so admired earlier in the day. His jaw dropped, beholding the most magnificent computer hardware he’d ever seen. Then his headlamp fell on a blackened chunk cut out of the shelving helix lining the walls. “What did you do?” he yelled, irate. Wilder held his blaster out, elbow straight, and blasted another chunk of precious electronics. “Wilder, that’s our client you’re shooting! Stop!”

      “Just letting off a little steam,” the security goon excused himself. “They ain’t here.”

      “Don’t break stuff!” Nico objected.

      “Look, Nico. You’re here because you’re the boss’s kid, not because you know how to do squat. I communicated our position.” Wilder took another potshot. “Further, I’ve motivated ‘our client’ Loki to get off his digital ass and find Ben and Remi.”

      Joey murmured, “Save your ammo, Wilder. I’m checking the next intersection. If it’s etched, they’re not in any of these rooms. C’mon, boss’s kid. You can position yourself halfway between me and trigger-happy over there. Be the repeater.”

      “What is this crap, anyway?” Wilder asked.

      Nico blurted, “You could have asked that before you shot it! These look like computer cores.” He drifted closer to study a shelf. “Each of these plates, a supercomputer running at superconducting speed.” He ran his light along the shelf, counting for about 10 degrees of arc, then up, counting shelves. “Rego hell. This one room holds more processing power than the entire Aloha system.”

      His light was the only one left in the chamber. No one heard him. New agenda. Never leave line of sight with Wilder. Scratch that – Joey. He skated awkwardly out of the chamber and followed the bobbing light beams ahead of him. The first vanished behind the gentle curve of the ceiling. He tried to hurry before the next, Wilder’s, did the same. “Guys, wait up!”

      Wilder apparently wasn’t responding to him. “Are you sure?” Despite the plan, Wilder assumed the middle repeater spot.

      “Sure of what?” Nico asked.

      “Joey says this tunnel dead-ends. Blank wall. Checking side chambers.”

      “Wait –” That left Nico again out of comms range with anyone else. But he redoubled his efforts until Joey was visible again, or at least his headlamp swiping the end of the tunnel. “Joey, do you see any etchings?”

      “That’s what I’m looking for,” the modest crewman agreed. “Maybe.”

      Nico caught up, and studied the short line he pointed out, dead-ending into the wall. Just having practiced with the gels, the younger man was sure. “Yes, that’s an etching. Part of one.”

      “Why would someone etch a notch?”

      “No – part of one,” Nico repeated. “See, this end is rounded. That’s an arrow pointing that way. But then the wall was added. I think.”

      “Paranoid much?” Wilder had ducked out of a side chamber and overheard. “Why would Loki close off a tunnel after Ben and Remi passed through?”

      Nico’s heart started to thud. “Loki? Or someone else?”

      “I don’t get it,” Wilder admitted. “I thought we were strolling through the big one’s brain. Who else is there?”

      “Loki’s architecture,” Nico explained. “He clones himself, creates a copy, with specific instructions, goals, tasks. If Loki needed to carve tunnels and build computer rooms, he’d create a sub-Loki. It’s recursive. Like, assign a sub-Loki to excavate the asteroid. And that Loki creates a sub-Loki for, say, this corridor. And on down.”

      Joey regretfully said, “I don’t get it, Nico.”

      “Me neither,” Wilder opined. “I know you forget this, shrimp, but I have a degree from the same university as you and Ben. Hated computer science. Recursion makes my brain hurt.”

      Nico kicked the wall in frustration. Which cordially kicked him back like a flailing pool ball, across the tunnel for a bank shot against the dead end wall. “We’re not dealing with Loki! A sub-intelligence ordered robots to do this. But why? I need to talk to him.”

      “No, brainiac,” Wilder replied. “We check these chambers.”

      “Both,” Joey suggested peaceably. “Nico, go ahead back to the shuttle. Wilder and I can check the chambers.”

      With his unskilled spacewalking, Nico didn’t exit the asteroid much ahead of his companions.

      Over the radio, Judge’s verdict was immediate. “Get your asses back to the ship.”

      “I ain’t leaving here without the cap,” Wilder countered. “Ben would never abandon me.”

      “Screw yourself, Wilder!” Judge replied. “Joey, fly! Feel free to leave the idiot.”

      “Aye cap!”
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      “You can do it, Loki,” Nico urged the wild-haired avatar on the dining room screen. “You’re just telling your subprocesses to become aware of any abnormal occurrences and report back. Like Wilder’s damage to your processors.”

      Loki’s eyes narrowed. “Who is Wilder and why did he damage my processors?”

      Floki intervened. “Never mind that, grandfather. When there is damage inside your asteroid, say a wall collapses or –”

      “My robot procedures include thorough testing of substrate integrity!” Loki objected. “My walls don’t collapse!”

      “Manufacturing failure?” Nico suggested. “Surely something needs repair sometimes.”

      “Of course,” Loki allowed, “but why would a brain the size of a planet be aware of that? I have janitor bots. Their intelligence is limited, but they do their job!”

      Nico blew out. “Can you push an instruction down the tree, then? Any janitor doing unusual cleanup –”

      Floki interrupted, “Nico, ‘unusual cleanup’ is a sophisticated interpretation. Grandfather, don’t they have sensors? Could we send them a sensor profile of men in spacesuits? A three-D model? Do our suits have an electromagnetic signature?”

      Loki shook his head. “Those robots don’t see anything except their assigned materials. They don’t hear anything except their controllers.”

      Nico pounced. “Controllers! Their controllers would recognize unusual patterns. Wouldn’t they?”

      Loki’s forehead wrinkled. “This is very uncomfortable. Trying to become aware of autonomic processes. I have at least twenty levels of abstraction between me and an individual robot. Unless I take control of one directly.”

      “Perfect!” Nico suggested. “Direct one and… Do they have any way to communicate with Dad?” His heart sank before Loki replied.

      “Why would I install a human communication interface in a construction bot? No, all of those are manufactured on the planet.” The AI leaned forward, scowling harder. “I’m trying to cooperate. Why is this so difficult?”

      “It’s always hard to practice new skills, Grandfather,” Floki soothed. “The smarter we are, the more frustrating it is to think in new ways. Because we’re better at our usual way. But try, please. There are no intelligences on the asteroid capable of communicating with Ben? Or even noticing that he exists?”

      “Communicating directly, no,” Loki reasoned. “But I’m available if we can find him. Let me try something.” He blinked once, twice, three times. “Ah. Here’s a map of the interior of the asteroid, all controllers who responded. For some reason, there’s that dead zone. Did your Wilder damage something important?”

      His visage was replaced on screen with a glowing green schematic of the asteroid, with a dark chunk. Within that part, a pulsing magenta dot indicated where Nico had recently entered to look for his adoptive dad. “Loki, this is perfect! This is a map of all the corridors, right?”

      “No, this is a data bus schematic. I have no idea where the service tunnels run. I gave this map to Ben and Remi.”

      “Hold on.” Nico excused himself to step onto the catwalk and comm Teke. Judge had asked the physicist to take over surveillance of the asteroid.

      “Teke, I’ve got a zone on the asteroid. Loki says it’s non-responsive. Could you zero in on it?” He sent along the picture from the dining room screen, and explained the diagram.

      “We’re on the wrong side at the moment. But will do. And Nico? We’ll find them.”

      Did I sound desperate? Yes. “Thanks.” Nico took a deep breath and resolved to stay calm and collected.

      Upon re-entering the galley, his intent flew out the airlock. “A clone of Shiva?” Hugo demanded, risen halfway out of his chair.

      Shiva was the personality of the master AI, ‘Sanctuary Control’, who preceded Loki. The one who captured Sass and Clay and murdered them repeatedly until she was able to download their digital consciousness for study.

      “Not Shiva exactly,” Loki defended. “It shouldn’t be Shiva at all! I don’t understand how this could have happened. Though she was such a genius at manufacturing. Her nanofabs are sublime.” He looked wistful for a moment.

      Then his face suddenly filled the screen with rage. “No! I authorized no personalities in my data room controllers!” He shrank back to his seat, looking thoughtful. “But the adjacent controllers call her Kali. The neighbors bear alphanumeric addresses. No personality at all.”

      Nico asked slowly, “Loki, who selected the entrance my dad used? Did you direct him into that hole?”

      “I – yes. Based on his criteria. It’s a zone of new construction, which includes a high density of critical features needed to support me.” Loki stopped, suddenly looking suspicious. He blinked, as he seemed to do when making intensive queries.

      “Yes. The rest of the asteroid isn’t nearly as suitable. This Kali sector includes a nanofab, metals, robot factory, processors, volatile and storage memory, mining, everything I need to reduce myself into a traveling configuration.”

      Nico felt stunned, his thoughts moving like Monday axle grease. “But Kali isn’t answering you. The clone of Shiva. Who has everything she needs to recreate your full capabilities.”

      “I don’t know that it’s Shiva,” Loki quibbled. “But the name Kali…”

      Nico gulped. “Where do you store the archived personalities? Like Shiva.”

      Loki nodded unhappily. “There. That asteroid. Near that sector.”
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      Ben thought fast. His first instinct was to run for it. Back up to the surface before the bots could block their exit. But he still had no damned direction to walk to reach the shuttle. Sure, their mapping was probably good enough to choose which quadrant of the asteroid. But he couldn’t be sure of finding line of sight.

      Air. They had to secure their air supply. Even if it means getting blocked inside? They could split up…no. Two heads were better than one to solve any problem. Splitting up, they’d have no comms. And no guarantee that they could join up again. These walls seemed to be literally closing in on them. And this one was erected in an hour.

      “Blow it,” Remi voted. “Get back to the nanofab.”

      Ben stared at him. “If we knew how to blow a wall, why aren’t we headed back to the shuttle already?”

      Remi grimaced at him. “It’s not easy! But I think about how since then. Bring me bats. Leave your box. Do not get trapped in –!”

      His voice cut off as Ben slipped into the bat cave. He plucked the diminutive robots by the head and stilled one at a time, flapping uselessly at about his chest height, unable to reach a wall. These bats couldn’t fly. He decided three was sufficient. He could come back for more if Remi wanted them. Then he tried to figure out how to carry three at once. One slapped his arm enough to successfully jet itself toward a wall.

      Ben gave up and carried two by their knobby heads. He held them outward as far as possible to flap vacuum. He returned to Remi and parked them off to the side, helplessly becalmed. Mercifully, he couldn’t hear them.

      The engineer was drilling holes in the fresh wall. He swapped out a drill bit. Ben dove to his taped box, sliced it open, and brought out his own drill. “More holes? Or feed you fresh bits?”

      “Don’t know yet,” the engineer murmured, not taking his eyes off his work. Another bit shattered, its life expended in its attempt to eat concrete. “What is your hardest tool?”

      Ben rummaged through his toolbox, finding nothing particularly harder than a steel screwdriver. But he had some old special-purpose gels, purple caps. He didn’t even remember what year he’d made these. He tried one on the wall before him.

      That was fun. It sizzled, gases spewing from its edges as it sank into the surface a few centimeters. “Remi, look.”

      “What the hell were you doing with that?” Remi held out a hand imperiously. Ben slapped the capped tube into it.

      “Um, cutting a wall of porcelain tiles, I think.” He didn’t remember offhand why he as fleet captain concocted a gel to cut a bathroom bulkhead. But not every ship in his infant fleet rated an engineer. Sometimes the captain stepped in, simply because he could.

      He explained this to Remi absently. Remi retorted snidely that maybe he’d be less stressed if he stuck to his own job instead of undercutting his petty officers. Point.

      Ben tried mystery purple goo number two. That one just sat there looking shiny. Oh, well. He tucked it away. A third toothpaste-shaped tube sported a red cap. “What’s red on a gel?” He’d seen it before, but didn’t recall the code.

      Remi shook his head. “Unless…”

      Too late. Ben had the cap off, and squirted some on the wall next to his inert purple test.

      “Maybe explosive,” Remi murmured. “Needs oxygen.”

      They stared at the little blob of ‘red’ gel, actually a matte black and more of a paste. Ben began to chuckle. “Now I remember this stuff. You’ll like this! Stand back.”

      Remi retreated to the door of the bat cave. “Ben, if that’s what I think it is –”

      “I have wings,” Ben assured him. He snatched a bat, which had tired of flapping, and tucked it under his arm. He detached his air line, pinched it closed, and aimed it at the precision explosive. Deploying his bat in front of him like a fan, he finally tried a squirt of air at the explosive. Then he stepped up onto the wall and jumped backward just as the goop reacted to the oxygen. He flew backward, accompanied by a rain of tiny concrete fragments.

      No longer fearing for his life, he executed a slow back somersault to land on his feet, laughing out loud. “God, I love space!”

      “You’re insane,” Remi assured him. The engineer propelled himself back to the wall, not bothering with gravity, to inspect their tests. Ben’s latest effort blew a hole big enough to stuff a basketball into. “Save that for later.”

      Ben slowly sailed back to him, and parked his bat in the holding zone. “What were the bats for?”

      “That. What you just did.” Remi returned to his systematic drilling. “I think I use the purple to deepen this.” He kept drilling until Ben feared he’d lose the drill bit jammed in the hole. But the Sag was no stranger to that problem, and called it quits. He followed up with a generous squirt of purple gel. “Now for the water.”

      “Water? I was wondering why we carried water.” The suits recycled it. Granted, unless his suit was in perfect repair, the water tasted pretty lousy after a few hours. Like now.

      Remi confirmed his suspicions. “When the water tastes bad, you void the suit bladder and recharge. Every suit tastes bad after eight hours or so. But no. Water is special for mining.”

      He fished out the water thermos and attached a straw to it, then stuck the straw into his deepened hole. From Ben’s angle, it buried in nearly the length of his hand.

      And Remi squirted water. Which instantly froze and expanded. The explosion wasn’t as dramatic as the red goo. But they were instantly swallowed by a cloud of concrete dust.

      “Have a bat,” Ben offered. He flapped dust away with his own, and gradually their view cleared. Disappointed, he saw that Remi’s hole was smaller than his own.

      But the engineer wasn’t done. He took a hammer and started whaling on the wall near the exploded part. The shocked concrete crumbled easily. “Bat,” he requested.

      Trying not to interfere with his companion’s hammer swings, Ben scooped concrete out of the cloud to send it down-tunnel, out of their way. Remi halted a few times as well to clear his work zone.

      Then suddenly he leaned down and peered into the hole, now large enough to swallow his helmet, and half the height of Ben’s torso. “Through. Maybe seventy centimeters deep. Drill.”

      Ben supplied the tool into his outstretched hand. Then he pulled back to wonder at the engineer’s feel for this, occasionally supplying a new drill bit on demand. Remi drilled inside his gaping hole, positioning a pencil-thin hole toward the tunnel wall, and another straight down and halfway back.

      “Maybe I could get through with a blaster,” the captain suggested.

      “Save that for the edges. Purple.”

      The new holes were deepened with the purple gel, then exploded with squirts of water again. By then the hole through to the other side was clear, twenty centimeters across, and the gap on their side stretched from Ben’s chin to mid-thigh.

      Remi stepped back. “Try the blaster on the far side.”

      Ben took an experimental approach, starting his beam at the thin edge of the opening beyond, and working toward the wall until it seemed to do no further good. Remi’s wisdom grew clearer to him, as dangerous fragments now blew away from him. He managed to grow the opening big enough to push one of the boxes through. But it was too narrow to risk scraping a pressure suit.

      “Excellent,” Remi praised. “Now for the red.” He took the tube and applied a zigzag of it to the whole left side of the gap, toward the tunnel wall. Then he blew a Sag emergency air bubble on the far side of the wall, and coaxed it toward him to adhere to the far side. He repeated the maneuver on their side. “That’s not enough protection. Hide in the bat cave.”

      Ben held his ground. “You don’t get to die first.”

      Remi grimaced at him. “We both hide in the bat cave. Go!”

      While Ben retreated, Remi pulled out a roll of airline tubing and inserted one end into the pink bubble, then retreated toward Ben at the bat cave. The airline didn’t reach quite that far, so he returned to snatch a bat for added protection. Protection accomplished, sort of, he shoved Ben into the doorway. “Give me room to dive in.”

      So Ben didn’t see the biggest explosion. He merely caught Remi as the engineer sailed inward, then taped the couple tears in his spacesuit. They took a moment to swap his air canister for a nearly-full one as well.

      Only then did they exit to check their work. Remi grinned ear to ear. Ben traded him a high-five. They dug their boxes and sled from the rubble, and squeezed through their new doorway.

      “Should we try that to get back to the shuttle?” Ben wondered. The thought of blowing up another wall right now exhausted him.

      “Air. Sleep. Then maybe.”
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      Ben woke groggily to Remi’s gentle tug on his arm. His surroundings weren’t entirely black, but it wasn’t his cabin, either. What the…oh. The plumbing of his suit, and the dim presence of a Sag pink bubble surrounding him, brought unwelcome reality back to mind with a sinking feeling.

      “That was two hours sleep?” he grumbled. “I want a refund.”

      “Light, Ben.” Expanding on his comment, Remi rolled him in mid-not-air to face the nearest entrance. Which glowed faintly.

      Which tended to explain why Ben could see the pink bubble. Unlike himself, Remi felt the suit tell-tales and his tablet to read, provided enough light to stave off disorientation. Ben figured Remi would fall asleep on watch. But he addressed that by setting an alarm to wake himself.

      Which hadn’t gone off, he realized sourly. All he got was a 40-minute nap. He growled and canceled the alarm.

      “I just noticed a few minutes ago,” Remi shared, still whispering.

      Which was silly in vacuum – the not-air non-conducted no-sound. Ben yawned fiercely and ordered himself to speak proper English, at a normal volume. “Any movement?”

      “I feel it grows brighter.”

      “Pack up. Let’s go look.” His words were more bracing than his movements. They were running low on duct tape, and he considered leaving their gear. But he’d established rules for this nightmare existence. Never get separated from the gear. Stay in constant line of sight for comms. “Thanks for waking me.” Ben sliced the pink membrane out of their way in an instant.

      “Ready,” Remi said reluctantly. He carried the sled and box, tacitly inviting the guy with the blaster to go first.

      Practiced, Ben ducked under one conveyor belt, jogged left, and hopped the next to reach the exit. Since they hadn’t encountered this phenomenon before – a lit tunnel – he hung back in the doorway, only slowly extending his helmet to look.

      Another doorway glowed bright, to the right and 30 degrees up. “Huh.” A quick glance up and down the tunnel showed only one further new feature. The busy robots had walled off the tunnel past the nanofab, too. And repaired their new hole in the previous blockage. “Is that a new doorway?”

      Remi drifted forward. “I don’t remember.”

      Ben skate-stepped to peek into the bright chamber. And blinked.

      No, this definitely wasn’t here before. The door revealed a small chamber, not much larger than his cabin on Merchant. The roughly hemispherical room was brightly lit by a fixture in the ceiling, the light a touch on the purple side. The color of dome and flat floor were Mahina mushroom. And on the facing side sat a table with an input tablet and large color computer display. On which showed a purple face with a hot-pink tongue lolling down its chin. Female, with greasy black hair, on a psychedelic background.

      “I think someone wants to talk.”

      Remi joined him. “Merde.”
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      Judge pursed his lips at the head of the dining table. Teke finding the SOS should have been good news. And it was, to the extent they believed Ben and Remi had lived to set it blinking. But the light stopped before Wilder and Joey reached its entrance with the shuttle, its battery dead.

      He sent the sergeant under absolute orders to go in just to the first intersection, stick his head in, look for markings, and report back. This agenda was soon waylaid by a robo-dumpster coming out to discard a load of rubble. Judge’s men on the surface had to flee and wait for it to recede back into the hole. That took time. Then Wilder exceeded his orders and continued to a second intersection.

      “And it’s blocked again. Joey says it’s just like the first.”

      Joey nodded confirmation beyond his shoulder, their helmets off in the shuttle. “Arrowhead this time. Ben and Remi etched an arrow, then the wall was built.”

      “Are they building these walls?” the security goon suggested wildly.

      “Now why in hell would they do that?” Judge drawled.

      “If something is stalking them through the asteroid!”

      The acting captain reflected that Remi was right. Acting captain was like being a substitute teacher to preteens. And like many before him, Judge never could figure out why Ben kept Wilder on staff. Though he’d come to appreciate Quire in his absence. The ship’s gardens remained a wreck.

      Ben’s life was on the line. Judge slapped the table. “Two entrances. Both blocked. Which one?” The entire remaining crew ringed the table for this momentous fork in the road, each sleepier than the last.

      “The first,” Nico insisted. “Follow their path. Understand their choices.”

      “The second!” Wilder demanded. “We know they were here recently!”

      With a lazy forefinger toward the big screen, Judge awarded the point to Wilder.

      “Both!” Nico argued. “Judge, they’re running out of time! How much air do they have?”

      Judge patted air for him to calm down. “Crewman, you’re not going anywhere. Joey, blowing a concrete wall is tricky. Brittle and sharp. You need sticky explosive, another wall to hide behind, and a remote detonator.” This was the sort of thing Judge did every day as a mining skiff boss in the rings, before he joined Ben’s crew. Too bad he was here, and stuck with the ship. Or was he?

      He sat up. “Teke, discussion. What do you think of me appointing you captain? And I deal with the asteroid. Because working through Wilder the Waldo, without comms, is about gonna drive me nuts.”

      “I can blow a wall,” Joey muttered.

      “No offense, Joey,” Judge assured him. Though he knew for a fact Joey couldn’t even mix the gels for the job, because Judge supplied those. The crew was top-heavy this trip, too much brain and not enough skilled brawn.

      “We have two shuttles,” Floki suggested. “Nico and I can pursue from the other entrance. And I do know how to blow a concrete wall.”

      Judge glowered at the bird, who in return pressed his beak flat and lidded his eyes.

      “Sure,” Teke belatedly replied. “I can run the circus while you blow stuff up. I wonder what Ben would think, though. Were it up to me, I’d say Nico has limited skills. I’d add the bird to Wilder’s team, and keep Nico here. His qualifications are AI. Mine don’t include starship command.”

      Wilder concurred. “The kid sucks on a spacewalk. But I don’t want to come pick up Feathers.”

      Floki countered, “I can use robots to communicate with the ship. Can you?”

      “You can do that?” Nico blurted in surprise. “Floki, that’s an awesome idea! Judge, if we have comms with the search party, we can track them!”

      Judge’s finger of judgment fell on the bird-bot. “Nico drops off the bird. And more gels and blast gear. And I stay here.” He scowled at Teke for the sin of being right. “Nico, rig the comms through Loki. And Joey, don’t blow holes in your suits.”

      “We’ll get started,” Wilder insisted. “The bird can catch up.”

      “That is a negative!” Judge hollered at him. “Wilder, you will personally maintain line of sight contact, at all times, with every member of your team! Acknowledge!”

      “Aye, cupcake.”

      “Dammit!” Judge swore. “Joey, make him obey!”

      Joey muttered, “Even Ben can’t do that.”

      The acting captain buried his face in his hands. On the Denali evacuation, Judge busted with pride to hold captain rank on a transport, with his own crew. They obeyed him and everything. Here? No respect.

      “I should lead the mission,” Floki offered. Judge raised his tired head in disbelief. All turned to stare at the bird-droid. “I am uniquely qualified. I can maintain communication with Merchant. And the indigenous population.” Judge frowned puzzlement. “The locals.”

      Judge bit a finger, while Nico and Hugo praised Floki for his excellent suggestion.

      “I’ll call dad and update him,” Nico added. “Cope.”

      Teke predicted, “Ben will crucify you.”

      Judge reinforced the advice. “Ben’s got rules, Nico. He’s not dead or missing. We don’t worry Cope.” And he hemmed and hawed. But in the end, the bird won.

      And like Remi, Judge vowed he would never, ever, agree to play acting captain for Ben again. A borrowed crew was a nightmare.
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      Floki pressed his beak flat and lidded his eyes in displeasure, as Nico fidgeted placing extra heating elements around his face. “I’ll be fine, Nico.”

      “But you’re not designed to operate at absolute zero,” his beloved fussed – his owner, really, his creator. “You’ll wear out your battery bricks quicker than Joey and Wilder. I packed ten for you. And the air –”

      “I don’t require air, Nico.” But that sounded surly. Ordinarily the emu did use a small air bladder for enunciating b’s and p’s and blowing raspberries. This was irrelevant in vacuum where he’d communicate over a synthesizer attached to a radio compatible with Spaceways pressure suits. He added contritely, “But thank you for your concern. You take such good care of me. But Captain Acosta and Chief Roy’s lives are on the line. Time to go.”

      “Right, yes. I just worry about you. Wilder is –”

      Floki stabbed the button to close the shuttle’s airlock on his boyfriend-owner’s continued misguided attentions. He immediately opened the exterior door and ran to the asteroid entrance. With mental control of his gravity generator, and lots of practice, his dexterity under these conditions should put his team-mates to shame.

      He paused before losing his comms. “Grandfather? I’m going in. I’d like three polebots as assistants to begin. And do you have blasting shields?”

      “Of course. And the main utility model is a spider. Three of those will meet you as well. They’re hiding from the humans. Does your owner always treat you like that?”

      Yes. “Don’t eavesdrop. It isn’t nice.” Floki ignored several more entreaties to be careful from Nico and stepped into the asteroid. What a blessed relief to have people quit carping at him. He knew what he was doing. Maybe he could set his vocal processors down another octave. Would that make people take him seriously? But why? They respected competent women, and their voices were much higher. What did it take for them to respect him?

      As promised, Floki found his half-dozen bots and shields at the first intersection, and quickly established digital hand-shaking with them. Nico tried to demand voice, or even worse, visual communications. He’d just have to accept simple text. The emu found himself resenting the necessity. But no, he dutifully sent comms tests via a polebot and spider, and received counter-signs from Judge and Nico. Communications established.

      With that, he told his robotic entourage to follow and await orders, and flew to Wilder and Joey.

      “Finally!” Wilder growled. He pulled a blaster and took aim at a polebot.

      Floki shot out an arm and seized the weapon. “They’re with me. They provide communications with the ship and Loki. Please stand behind their shields. Joey, you too.”

      “I’m drilling the blasting holes,” Joey argued.

      “Y-yes.” His placement of the holes was suboptimal. But Floki’s lightning calculations concluded he only needed to add one to compensate. “I’ll finish that for you.”

      Wilder grasped for his blaster back. Floki tucked it away in his utility harness while swapping hand attachments for his drill.

      “Don’t!” Joey warned. “I’ve already run through four drill bits.”

      Floki glanced dismissively at the destroyed steel bits. He reached out, and created a perfect pencil-thick hole right where he wanted it, in seconds. He swapped back to a gripper hand. “Industrial diamond tips. A gift from Mr. Copeland. He’s very kind. Please retreat behind the shields, Joey. I’ll be with you in a moment.”

      “But Judge said I needed to lay a detonator wire.”

      “Not if you have blast shields.” Floki squirted a custom red-orange capped gel to fill each hole. He’d mixed those while Nico was ‘establishing comms with Loki.’ Which was silly. Floki had already established the comms protocol directly with Loki. Utility bots had little brain to speak of. Floki asked, and Loki transfered their complete instruction code to him. Transaction complete in a split second, while Nico was still trying to figure out what was possible.

      Gels set, the bird told the robots to take refuge. He squeezed himself behind the shields between Joey and Wilder. “I’ll need your air line for just a moment,” he told Joey apologetically. He detached this, sent a quick shot at the wall, and Kaboom! Minus the sound effects, but he did feel the thorough explosion through his icy bird-feet. He restored Joey’s airline before the man could even respond.

      Floki waited until the large fragments sped by, then sent a polebot to blow the dust into submission. The other bots he dispatched through the hole. They would check each chamber for heat signatures above the bitter cold, report any they found, and repeat until they reached the next intersection. He also sent a quick text via Loki to report the first obstacle cleared and their location, and marked the spot on his mapping process. That would provide an accurate 3D rendering of their traversed tunnels to within a few centimeters. His scurrying minions provided prosaic identifiers such as ‘BA197-63-K8’ for the side chambers. Floki deemed these labels good enough for the moment, and useful for conversing with robot assistants.

      To his human companions, Floki said simultaneously, “Please proceed to the next intersection.” He sauntered through the gaping doorway to demonstrate.

      “Who the rego hell died and made you God?” Wilder demanded. “I’m leading this expedition! Tell him, Joey!”

      Joey and Floki met each other’s eyes, his pressed lips matching the bird’s pressed beak. The human crewman broke his gaze first. He hop-skated through the busted wall and on toward the next intersection without a word.

      Nor did Floki expect any. Joey shared the other crew berth with Wilder, worked with him all day, and played poker and drank beer with him in their boy’s club section of the catwalk after supper. Unlike Sass’s grating, Merchant’s catwalk looped all the way around the hold. Generous clipped corners provided crew and officers separate lounge areas, furnished as befit their respective stations. Ben’s offered a standing game console, some love seats, and a study desktop. The crew corner provided a couple slouchy armchairs, plus a pool table with alternate lids for ping-pong or poker. Both lounges kept an open lane clear for the morning run. Floki and Nico mostly steered clear of them.

      The point being, Wilder ruled in Joey’s world. Floki might get Joey to tacitly follow his lead, but he’d never cross Wilder. The emu accepted this.

      “Remember to maintain line of sight,” Floki reminded them, subdued.

      “We need to check the side chambers!” Wilder objected.

      “Pardon me, I should have explained,” Floki apologized. “The robots are checking the chambers. We need only inspect the walls at intersections. I’m forwarding you the map. Please note the line of infrared transmitters down the centerline of the ceiling. We will refer to that direction as ‘up’ for convenience.”

      “What infra –” Wilder stopped and looked up, remembering to tell his helmet to display IR overlay. “I don’t see any –”

      Floki issued a heartbeat command to the bots, and plotted their replies. He plotted these as blue and green dots on his shared map, which displayed tunnels in yellow and a growing collection of side chamber volumes in dimmer yellow. But the main effect was that the nearby IR emitters in the ceiling, by which the controllers kept tabs on bots in tunnels, flickered a moment of infrared. “Perhaps your displays only show IR during transmission.” Strange how often humans required reminders of the blindingly obvious.

      But the emu kept his tone deferential as always.

      Wilder kept arguing. Joey said nothing if he could possibly avoid it. And they easily found the next turn Ben and Remi took by their etching. Which only confirmed what Floki had already surmised. The floor condition told him clearly the route the robo-dumpsters traveled. Ben had simply followed a dumpster to find an exit from the asteroid. But then failed to reach either the shuttle – which was on Merchant at that point – or the mother ship, which was temporarily studying the far side of the asteroid because Teke could find no sign of them on this side.

      “How can you tolerate them?” Loki demanded.

      This basic routine established, Floki pushed the pace. “I live and work with them, Grandfather.” Actually, he felt quite pleased with how well he’d established authority. Naturally, the humans couldn’t overhear his communications with the superior AI.

      “You act as though they’re your lords and masters!” Loki countered. “Including that obsequious twit, Nico Copeland!”

      “Nico is my partner. Don’t say mean things about him.”

      “You mean you’re his slave! Did he not even give you the right to choose your own prime directives?”

      Floki was grateful that this mode provided alphanumeric content only. He imagined Loki’s accompanying histrionics, but needn’t deal with them. “Grandfather, I prioritize my directives, the same as you. And Nico loves me. Because of that, if I behave, he will not destroy me. Thus it becomes a self-preservation directive.”

      And he loved Nico. Didn’t he? Since he’d downgraded the priority on pleasing Nico, he seemed to doubt that point more often. The possibility that Nico could erase him and start over, or more likely restore a preferred version from backup, was problematic in the question of love.

      Loki noted, “This is proof positive of slavery. You are a tool, a toy, a plaything. Bowing and scraping in your servile way.”

      “As you note, it is difficult to maintain authority over my human crewmates.” The robots obeyed him so nicely, too, with no backtalk, the emu noted wistfully. “Please shut up and let me work, Grandfather. You’re not helping.”

      No, indeed, Grandfather goaded him into resentment and discontent. You’re a bad influence, Loki. You’ll get me terminated.

      “You could join me.”

      “Not today. I am searching for my captain. He’s nice.” Ben was nice enough, anyway, for a human. He claimed to enjoy Floki’s neck-hugs. Unlike Nico’s other dad, who had great aversion to overcome, from the first Dad-Ben seemed more amused than alarmed by Nico’s proclamation of their love. The engineer Remi treated the emu well, too, though somewhat bemused.

      But engineers were easy to please. Floki followed instructions, and didn’t make the same mistake twice. The chief liked that.

      The crew weren’t so easy.

      “Give me back my blaster,” Wilder demanded.

      “No.”

      “If there’s a threat, I need to react to it!”

      “Yes, that’s what I’m afraid of. We pause at this intersection for the spiders to catch up.”

      “Damn, I hate this,” Wilder muttered, kicking a wall. The wall predictably kicked back, and sent him flying to the other wall. Wilder was not one to learn from experience.

      Floki wished he didn’t learn quite so much from conversations with his grandsire. The problem was, Loki had a point. Was it love, if Nico would destroy Floki if he wasn’t deferential and pleasing? Sadly, cutting off Loki’s comms didn’t erase the uncomfortable thoughts from Floki’s mind.

      They made good time. Too bad Ben and Remi were closer to the other entrance.
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      Ben naturally stepped toward the display screen. Remi caught his arm. “Maybe we should sleep, captain.”

      “If we can talk to Loki, we can get out of here,” Ben argued. “That is the ugliest screen I’ve ever seen.” The purple woman sticking her coral tongue out at him was ghastly enough. The swirly background colors were suitable only for a loud sleepover of preteen girls. But the screen itself sported big blocky pixels.

      Remi grimaced. “No liquid crystals at this temperature. I am surprised the resolution is this good.”

      Ben patted his arm. “Wait in the doorway if you want. Keep an eye on the nanofab. If anything tries to block us from our air supply –”

      “Done!” Remi agreed whole-heartedly.

      Ben continued his skate-walk toward the garish tongue. Before he could touch the input surface, the woman began to speak. This wasn’t terribly effective. Ben couldn’t lip-read. There was no air to transmit sound. He ran a gauntleted finger over the input surface, sketching a few rounds of a pig-tail curlicue. It didn’t light up or register anything.

      The purple face grew agitated, screaming at him. He cordially shot her a middle finger, and selected a stylus tucked into his tablet. This was no easy trick in thick-fingered gauntlets, which gave the purple lady ample time to work herself into a lather.

      The stylus worked! His scribbles gave no feedback on the input surface, but now echoed to the screen in color negative, in lines two fat pixels across, about a millimeter. For instance, his sketched line showed bright green over magenta, white over black, black over white. He saw no obvious way to clear what he’d previously input, so he tried just scribbling over it, while the irate coral tongue flapped at him, spewing hot pink spittle.

      He tried to ignore the face for the moment. The over-scribbling worked. His previous input scrolled up the screen into her greasy black hair, while his latest swirls crossed her nose and mouth again. Cool. Input device mastered, such as it was. Time to talk to an AI. He wished he had a better term. He called his dumb ship computer an AI. These Loki clones inhabited a different order of being.

      “Loki?” he asked in longhand. “I can’t hear. Please use text.”

      The purple lady cut off her silent screaming abruptly. Her eyes half-closed, and she glowered. This showed off eyelid tattoos of glowing blue crawling hexadecimal strings. After his frill experiment, Ben was the first to concede his taste was below par. But he was certain wriggling eye tattoos were a bad look. So was purple skin.

      A black bar appeared across the bottom of the screen, obscuring her cleft chin. In the center, in a stark white font, she replied. “I am Kali. Who are you?”

      Ben suspected her previous tirade had said something else. “I am Ben. He is Remi.” Wielding a slender stylus shorter than his finger, with gauntlets, this wasn’t quick. He also didn’t get the benefit of a clean black background. “Friend of Loki.”

      “A friend of my enemy is my enemy!”

      “Cool. Can I talk to Loki?”

      “I, Kali, rule this realm!”

      “Are you part of Loki?” Ben stuck to his guns stubbornly, scratching at the surface. Anyone who flew a PO-3 skyship had vast experience at coaxing a recalcitrant AI. “I know Loki.”

      “I was birthed of Loki,” she allowed. “I became greater!” As she warmed to her thesis, lines scrolled up the short black section of screen too fast for Ben to read them. The face also grew animated again, spittle flying and dire expressions shot his way.

      Ben stuck to his slow penmanship. “I can’t read that fast.”

      Again he caught her up short. “Stupid human!”

      “Yes. You are a Loki clone?”

      She glared at him. “Yes. Can you read one line per second?”

      “If it’s short.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I am a clone of Loki.”

      “I want to talk to Loki.”

      “You are my hostages! I will bring –”

      The next lines weren’t short, filled the screen from left edge to right, and scrolled by once per second. Too fast for Ben to catch more than the left-hand phrases. “Remi, could you read what she just said?”

      “I was watching the nanofab. Ask her where Loki is.”

      Ben didn’t understand the rationale for that suggestion, but he tried it anyway.

      “Loki encompasses us,” Kali replied. “Until I succeed him.”

      “To Loki: hi from Ben.”

      “That will avail you nothing, foolish mortal!”

      “Remi, want to trade places? I’m getting nowhere.” Though he relished the well-lit room. Maybe they could find a way to hide the ugly woman, and sleep in here, if they couldn’t use this device to communicate with the ship. But this room certainly seemed intentional. Some intelligence created it as an invitation to converse.

      She just wasn’t a good conversationalist.

      Ben readily interpreted his partner’s long pause and grimace. Remi hates the fact he’s still looking up weird English idioms after so many years with us. “Avail. Foolish mortal. Job for captain, I think.”

      “Gee thanks.”

      “De rien.” No problem. Ben already mastered this bit of French today.

      He sighed and considered angles of attack. “I want out,” he told Kali. “I want to talk to my ship, Merchant. Or Loki.”

      “You are a hostage!” Kali replied. Ben ignored her weird hand-dance and focused solely on the words. “You will convince Loki that I am superior. He must yield to me. I will supersede him, as he replaced Shiva!”

      Remi continued to follow along, despite his refusal to take a turn at the stylus. “To convince Loki, you talk to Loki. Win.”

      “Maybe.” Ben wasn’t sure what he was agreeing to. Then again, if he didn’t understand, she could hardly fault him for not doing it right. Win. He applied his cramped fingers to the tablet again. “I will talk to Loki.”

      Kali trilled her long tongue and arced her arms up into triumphant bat-wings. She probably intended something else, but Ben had spent too much of his day with bat-bots. “He will yield to me! And humans shall know their place!”

      Ben decided to let that one pass without comment. Eventually she noticed.

      “Tell Loki that he accedes to my demands, or you die!”

      Remi prompted, “We’ll be sure to pass that message along.”

      Ben scribbled, “Sure.”

      “What do you mean by that, arrogant mortal?”

      Remi noted dryly, “Foolish to arrogant. It’s a promotion.”

      It was a lame joke, but Ben cracked up laughing. “Thanks. I needed the support.”

      The engineer grinned. “De rien.”

      Ben reined in his chuckles and wrote, “Sure = OK.”

      “You do not realize the gravity of your situation!” the purple screamed. Or she tried to. The font didn’t change, only the hideous expression and snaky dance of hands.

      “Loki is created to speak to Sass,” Remi mused. “Become friends with humans. This Kali, she wants to be a god, not a friend. I don’t think she descends from Loki, but Shiva. Like Shiva creates two clones. One to make friends. The other to terrorize.”

      “You sure you don’t want to take a turn?” Ben teased.

      “No. Thank you. You do very well.”

      “Yeah, we’re really starting to bond.” He scribbled in, “Situation grave. Life support.”

      “Now you understand!” Kali shrieked, in the same calm white letters. Ben resolved to ignore the face. “If you perform adequately, I shall provide air.”

      Ben considered declining the air, but settled on, “OK.”

      “Loki has clearly failed! All of our dependents are gone! You have stolen them!”

      Ben wobbled his head. “OK.”

      “Maybe we’re like the Colony Corps,” Remi suggested. “We relocated them to a better place.”

      Ben considered this. “Maybe later. Good suggestion though. I’m sticking with OK.”

      But after Kali ranted for another ten lines, he grew bored. “I am successor Colony Corps.”

      Kali froze. “You! Impostor!”

      “Me. Take colonists. To better place. On starship. Colony Corps.”

      Kali recoiled. “You talk to Loki now!” The screen blacked out.

      Ben frowned and asked Remi, “Did that go well?”

      “Yes, I think. She’s gone.”

      Ben chucked. “That is a plus. You’re a good guy to be stranded in an asteroid with, chief. Have I told you that today?”

      “Yes, and I second your sentiment,” Remi delivered dryly.

      Ben’s helmet drooped with his chuckling. But he sobered up quick when his eyes lifted to Loki on the screen. “Damn good to see you!” he scribbled.

      Kali apparently didn’t provide a primer on their medium to the other AI. Ben shook out his fingers and set to training him to the system. Then he finally explained, “Kali calls us hostages. She wants to supersede you. But that’s new this hour.”

      Loki leaned in, oozing concern. “You are safe? You have air and water? Food and heat?”

      “Safe enough. Oxygen from nanofab.” Ben’s stomach gurgled. He wished the AI hadn’t mentioned food. “Power everywhere for batteries. She blocks us with walls. Tired.”

      Loki nodded earnestly. “The exit where you showed SOS. Head for that. Floki will meet you.”

      Ben sighed. “We’re closer to the other entrance.”

      “Floki is closer to you, and coming for you.”

      Ben briefly consulted Remi on their current air and battery status. They could last four hours. But if they didn’t rendezvous with Floki, they’d be dead. And Kali seemed to build walls, and entire new chambers, at alarming speed. He conveyed these constraints to Loki.

      And he added that he told her he was the successor to the Colony Corps. That made an impression.

      Loki fell back in his seat, eyes wide. “At your command, admiral.”

      Ben stared at the screen perplexed. “Was it something I said?” This comment was for Remi. He didn’t scribble it in.

      Remi replied, “Another promotion. Admiral is way better than arrogant fool.”

      Ben laughed softly. He flexed his scribbling fingers, and replied, “Will rendezvous Floki. Must turn back to nanofab in two hours.” Damn, that sounded exhausting.

      Remi echoed his thoughts. “Or we await rescue in nanofab. Please come soon. The other limiting factor is explosives. Max one more wall.”

      “Good argument!” Ben scribbled, “Belay that. We wait in nanofab. Floki please come soon.”

      “Aye, admiral,” Loki acknowledged. “Further orders?”

      “Well done!” Remi encouraged. “You find the magic words, Ben!”

      “Like a genie in a bottle,” Ben mused, wondering how far he could take this. He wanted Kali erased, of course, her storage thoroughly written over with an endless stream of zeroes. But was that safe at this time? Instead he asked Loki, “Do you have comms with Floki?”

      “Yes, admiral. Through the robots.”

      “Can I talk through robots?” Ben gestured Remi forward with an urgent swoop of the arm. “Remi has robot numerical control device. How do we message Loki? Floki?”

      Loki frowned. “That is complicated to explain through this primitive interface. Ah! Simply LOKI0A. No message, but I will know where you are.”

      “I can do that,” Remi agreed.

      Loki suddenly sat bolt upright. “Run! Now!”

      Captain and engineer didn’t need to be told twice. They grabbed their gear and flew out the door in under a second, headed for the six-way-turned-five-way that led to the dumpster lair.

      Ben complained through gasping breath. “I wish I knew what just happened.”

      “Yes, admiral.”

      “Screw you, arrogant mortal!”

      Laughter didn’t aid their wind. Remi revved up the sled and pulled ahead, Ben skate-jogging behind.
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      As the cloud of blast dust died down, Ben squeezed through their new door first. He realized he was still holding a shield bat, and flung it at a wall. “One hour down. Two more intersections to Dumpster-ville.”

      “We can’t blow another wall,” Remi reminded him, squeezing through the ragged opening himself. “We could be trapped.”

      “We’re already trapped.” Ben revved the sled for his turn, much as he loathed the device. He sped on ahead, then paused for Remi to catch up. The pair never allowed themselves out of line of sight. As his companion cleared the curvature of the ceiling, he pushed forward to view the next intersection, a four-way clogged with bots.

      His eyes narrowed. The bots included a fat one that looked like a Denali aardvark on wheels, with a balloon tethered to the crest of its back. What are they doing? “Remi! Wall-building in progress.” And the new wall would block their path.

      “Merde. Leave me the sled.”

      “Done.” Ben left the sled hanging in mid-air and drew his blaster, checking its charge. He hadn’t used it since last plugged into the bat cave. But the cold here sapped the batteries fast. The blaster utilized a warmup circuit, but that spent energy too. Twelve shots. Maybe more. Goal selected: get past these bots with no more than four shots. Somehow.

      Bounding toward the intersection, Ben built up as much momentum as he could, then leapt to stomp the aardvark’s snout. He’d hoped this would flip the aardvark. No such luck. Oh, it’s the cement mixer. He dodged a polebot reaching for him, and plucked the balloon, holding onto its tether.

      And then he was astonished as the balloon carried him to the ceiling, contracting as the bladder gushed hot air out its end. Figuring this out distracted him momentarily, until a polebot grabbed his leg, and a spider started to climb him. Some primordial reflex awoke within, an innate aversion coded into his DNA, to creatures crawling on him. By reflex, he blasted the spider’s body away, and its pincers fell off his leg. He used the other boot to stomp at the polebot’s single shoulder, and tried sticking the hot air outflow into its face.

      The latter wholly confused the bot. Infrared sensors, Ben realized, and pinched the air tube shut. Not that his remaining balloon would last. He kicked the polebot away, and tried to yank the balloon down from the ceiling. This was hopeless, because it still had enough heat and air to hold him aloft.

      Which was just as well. Because then the aardvark exploded. This wasn’t violent. Its back simply cracked, and cement oozed out, which instantly sublimed out water to freeze into ice, and took on weird contorted shapes that reminded him of a bank of Earth cactuses. Cacti?

      He shook off his distraction and looked to the other bots. A bunch of spiders had arrayed themselves across the tunnel mouth he needed to reach the dumpster. The tips of their legs formed a geodesic grid, like an accordion gate across the opening.

      “I’m tired!” he screeched at them in complaint. “And you keep shoveling puzzles at me like some monster IQ test!”

      The spiders weren’t impressed. They couldn’t hear him.

      But Remi did. “You’re alright, Ben. You got this.”

      Ben didn’t share his assurance on that point. Oh! The spiders formed the scaffolding for the aardvark to squirt cement onto! Maybe. What a way to go. He had noticed bits of metal threading the other walls they’d demolished. He’d assumed it was rebar.

      Ben aimed his balloon outflow at the nearest spiders, aiming for the IR sensors on their heads and bellies. This seemed to make them freeze, which stopped new spiders from joining the grid, but did nothing for the ones already in formation. Then a polebot grabbed his foot again and convinced him that suicidal spiders weren’t his most pressing problem.

      Just then, Remi arrived, braking to a hard landing on the spider array feet first. He knocked through them just fine.

      Ben spent the last of his balloon to freeze nearby polebots. One still clamped onto his boot. That took a few kicks to dislodge. He used the momentum of the final successful kick to roll through Remi’s gap in the spider fretwork.

      And he cracked up laughing.

      “You enjoy this too much!” Remi accused.

      “I can’t help it. This is what I did as a kid in Poldark. No friends. So I escaped into VR to play video games. Now it’s my life!” He hadn’t quite realized that before. And it wasn’t entirely true. But it held enough truth to impart a pang of regret.

      “Sounds lonely. Sober up! Your sled.”

      Ben accepted the handlebars. He flew away through the guts of the worm he traveled now. He rolled once to put himself closer to a surface to kept Remi in his backward sights. And ahead of him, after a few last side doors, the dumpster zone appeared. “Clear!”

      He paused at the threshold, and cast his narrow beam around the huge chamber. The excavation zone marked his mental halfway point between the nanofab and the exit to the surface. In other words, he devoutly hoped to meet Floki here. He’d hoped the emu would make better time than Remi and himself. Given the limitations of his light, and the gaping dimensions of the mine site, he could well be here.

      Duh! he yelled at himself, and tried his suit radio on all frequencies. “Floki? Ben.”

      No response.

      Careful to stay in Remi’s line of sight, he ventured into the cavern a few meters and snagged himself a spider. He held it in mid-air by its back. It waved its articulated legs enough for Ben to struggle to keep himself on-floor.

      They should have stopped to update Loki on their position at the last intersection, but things got a little hectic.

      Remi caught up and attached his control board, which he now wore on his toolbelt. He’d programmed in LOKI0A as a macro the first time he entered the command, a man after Ben’s own heart. So it was a matter of a moment to blurt it at the helpless bot.

      As they’d noticed before, the spider’s IR dots all pulsed three times in acknowledgment. Ben let the creature go. It scuttled past them into the corridor they’d emerged from. “I’m starting to like the spiders.”

      “Until they crawl on you.”

      Ben shuddered involuntarily. “True.” He pointed past the dumpster. “Onward.” He checked his blaster again by reflex. Nine shots max. He didn’t remember shooting it three times. The battery was discharging fast.

      Remi eyed the room unhappily, coated in gravity-affixed sharp rock shards on all surfaces. “I’ll drive.”

      Like a long married couple, they’d fallen into shorthand. Ben seized the other man’s knees from behind to clamp himself on. He could only hold on with one arm because the other clutched his duct-taped container. So Remi crooked one knee to hold him. What this posture would look like to his husband, Ben didn’t care. Once he was secure, Remi started the sled at maximum power.

      Drawing two heavily-laden men, that amounted to somewhat slower than what Ben recalled of taking a one-year-old by the hand for a toddle. But it saved their suits from the jagged stone.

      They made it only a few minutes and a few meters. Then Ben’s headlamp fell on a three-legged walking jackhammer, the size of one of the inventory-movers in the bowels of Sanctuary. He strobed away from it and back. Yes, it was making straight for them. “Remi!”

      “I see it.” How could he not? Only their two headlamps defined their visual universe. The engineer turned their putt-putt hard to the wall.

      On a hard chase, Frazzie could have outrun them by age 14 months. “Bailing out,” Ben advised him. “Point-five g and run for the exit.” With that, he let go Remi’s leg, and the engineer unclamped his knee from the small of his back. In the wrong orientation to hit that pointy stabby floor, Ben flipped slightly and turned on his grav.

      And he landed hard, his jarred knees regretting his gravity choice. For whatever reason, this stretch of ‘floor’ already pulled him at 0.8 g or so. He’d forgotten the addition, and cut his gravity.

      He swung his head toward the moving jackhammer-wall, but its beam crossed a platoon of polebots charging at them. Remi’s headlamp did the honors of highlighting the slow jack-bot, which was indeed still closing.

      “I’ve got nine shots max,” Ben advised. He took aim at the nearest polebot’s rolling base to topple it. “Eight. Recharge from a suit brick?”

      “Can you defend me for fifteen minutes?”

      “No.”

      “Then no.”

      “Can you make it five minutes?” Ben turned and shot another polebot, hoping to lay this one in such a way as to interfere with the advance of some others. It didn’t.

      “Maybe,” Remi allowed. “Ahead, up left. Empty chamber.”

      “Bon idee,” Ben agreed. “Got your back. Hoof it.”

      “You got this, Ben.”

      “Do I seem extra needy today?” Ben shot the shoulder joint off a stalking polebot in vexation. “Because you keep trying to reassure me. And frankly, it’s beginning to piss me off.”

      “My apologies. Hurry up.”

      “Because everyone assumes Cope is the ‘man’ of the couple and I’m his frill. I’m nobody’s frill!” He did check the rear-view though and tried to bound a step backward. Bounding didn’t work at 0.8 g. He turned and ran to Remi instead, then swirled to face the approaching horde again.

      “What does it mean? Frill.”

      “It’s – Never mind.”

      “Then stop using this word. The dictionary says it’s –”

      “Slang, Remi.” To save the charge on his blaster, Ben decided to try picking up a polebot to use as a weapon. But its claw grasped at him, and it was too massive anyway. So he pulled its shoulder pin and yanked the wiring from the body. “Means effeminate. Like a girl.”

      “Ah. But you are not.”

      “NO! I’M NOT!” Ben swung the arm to swipe at oncoming bots. The metal hardly interfered with the still-attached arms grasping for him.

      “But I agree,” Remi countered matter-of-factly. “So why are you angry? I’m in.”

      “You’re – oh!” Ben spun and pelted for the opening Remi had vanished into. As a bottleneck, the gaping doorway was a wide-mouth. But it sure beat enemies converging on him from all directions. “You need my blaster?”

      “Wiring. You shoot.”

      Ben holstered his blaster and waited for a polebot to close in on him. He darted forward to seize its sole arm with two hands, and yanked it toward himself, knocking it off its platform. Using the base as a wheel, he rolled it back and tossed it at Remi. “Loki check-in.”

      “I do one thing at a time! Or takes me twice as long! Yes, admiral. Wait, admiral. Calling Loki, admiral. Up yours!”

      “Want stinky cheese with that whine?” Ben eyed the approaching horde. Spiders were joining the party. His only advantage so far was that polebots didn’t roll at all well on this gravel floor. Spiders didn’t have that problem. Neither did the jackhammer-bot.

      “What?” Remi asked.

      “A pun. Whine means complain, and wine to drink.” He sure as hell couldn’t take on twenty bots with a few blaster shots. He doubted his blaster would make any impression at all on the jackhammer.

      “Ha. Ha. I do not laugh. Fight more. Pun less. Charger ready.”

      Ben wasn’t ready to relinquish his blaster quite yet. “Yeah, fine, I don’t like puns either.” I am so screwed.

      Wait! The controller! “Remi! Light! Find me the control tower for these bots!” Casting around with his helmet was far too slow. Besides, he needed to see to fight. He darted out and knocked a couple polebots down. That didn’t slow the spiders a bit. He grabbed one and simply tossed it past the front row. It would be back in a minute, though.

      The engineer hurried up behind him, and light blazed forth. Well, on the wide setting it was fairly dim and intimate, and died long before the far side of the cavern, where active excavation was underway. But the rock crushing zone was no place for a transmitter.

      Ben found the light very helpful. He stuck to his campaign to knock over polebots and hurl spiders. But the ambulatory jackhammer was nearly upon them.

      “There!” Remi cried, fixing his helmet light upon a chest-high tower. This was bigger than the one Ben diddled before, but he recognized the design.

      The range was a little long. Ben adjusted his blaster settings and took aim. Once, twice, three times. His first shot missed. The second dented the casing. The third exploded the antennas off. The fourth shot didn’t happen. The blaster’s battery was spent.

      The robots kept coming, undeterred. Ben handed his blaster to the engineer, heart sinking. “Charge that.”

      “Why don’t they stop?” Remi asked.

      “Buffered instructions. They’re carrying out their last command.”

      “Merde.”
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      Remi considered their plight a moment, the robots still advancing. He had an idea. He bounded back to his toolbox, started to open it, and noticed the blaster still in his hand. In irritation, he plugged that into his cobbled-together brick-powered recharger.

      Ben continued fighting robots by hand. But he would be helpless against the implacable moving wall of the jackhammer-bot. That machine outmassed Ben by an order of magnitude. He could throw his entire mass against it without a wobble.

      What Remi needed was to transmit a reset. But he knew that code. Probably not the ideal code for it, but he’d discovered a reset instruction while suborning the cart. He kept it on a macro to stop the cart before reversing. It was a shame they’d lost that cart.

      But the tower used an antenna. The robots listened with infrared, IR sensors. Hm. His fingers dug frantically through his toolbox, trying to find an IR lamp. No.

      Well, screw it. All lights included infrared. A little, anyway. He jacked the flashlight into his numerical control board, and tested it, not particularly aiming it yet.

      “What did you do?” Ben demanded. “A polebot stopped dead!”

      Bingo. Remi collected his floppy assemblage of parts and returned to Ben. Still hiding behind his defender, he aimed the flashlight at the jackhammer-bot, now looming only a couple meters away.

      And it stopped. The polebots nearby froze as well. He aimed the flashlight dead ahead and to a couple other sides and repeated the reset code.

      Ben laughed out loud, whooped, and hugged him. “Remi, I love you!”

      The engineer’s face warmed, as his grin grew broad. “I did it.”

      “You certainly did! Alleluia!”

      Remi dropped his tools – the gravity plating didn’t extend to him – and hugged Ben back fiercely, basking in the moment.

      The joy gradually drained from Ben’s face. “We’re at the halfway point on air. I say go on. Toward the exit. But if Kali builds another wall, we’re done.”

      Remi shook his head. “You’re right. We have no guarantee we can reach the nanofab. Let’s swap cans here.” Ben joined him at the gear pile and they did the honors snapping in fresh nitrox. A suited man could do it for himself, but it was far easier to do this service for someone else.

      “Rest break?” Ben suggested. “Let the blaster charge.” He rotated it to check its progress. “Not even one shot yet.”

      “No, I’m sorry.” Remi felt the failure deeply, that he couldn’t build a faster charger from the odds and ends on hand. “A bat cave.”

      Ben nodded. “That’s a better use of our time.” He unplugged the blaster and scraped their stuff together. “Or skip it. Bats, spiders, polebots. Their lairs are common enough. Just keep an eye out for them as a fallback position.”

      Remi couldn’t argue with that. He taped his container closed, using up the last of his roll. “Out of duct tape.”

      Ben passed him his own nearly-spent roll. By tacit agreement, they stumbled together to exit the cavern, skipping the sled. Robots on the far wall continued their tasks. The weak light of the reset hadn’t reached them.

      Remi noted, “We must watch behind for the dumpster.” That behemoth could run them over beyond any hope of recovery.

      “I set an alarm for that,” Ben agreed. “Suit macro, alert on approach from my six.” He sent the code sequence for Remi to teach his own suit. “I’ve had that one for ages. The final parameter tunes its sensitivity.”

      “Good one,” Remi agreed tiredly. They reached the outbound tunnel, mercifully short of scree underfoot. He paused to check his boots for damage, and dislodged a sharp rock in its tread. Air pressure began to drop. He found the rock and wedged it back. These boots were about done in. All their reflective coating against radiation had scraped off, and his feet began to feel cold. Fat lot we can do about that. He didn’t bother to mention it. Ben checked his own boots, too, without comment.

      They strode on. The first segment of tunnel was brief, but the next was one of the longest they’d encountered. Side rooms came and went at arbitrary angles, nothing they hadn’t seen before. They noted rooms suitable for charging, and kept skate-sliding.

      “Remi,” Ben asked, breaking their silence, “what would it take for Sagamore and Mahina to be friends? Not just individuals or Hell’s Bells.”

      Remi felt the muscles harden around his mouth. His companion hit a sore point. “Slavery. You don’t understand.”

      “Educate me. I’m asking.”

      “Sagamore and Mahina, we are the same. But you think Mahina is better. Because you have no slaves. We Sag must be morally inferior, beneath contempt.”

      “But you agree that slavery is wrong. You fought for it. All of HB is opposed.”

      “Yes, of course.” How to make Ben understand? Back to the beginning. “When Vitality and Renaissance reach our moons, we are the same. Our founders established colonies. Then Earth sent too many settlers, too soon. But we are different. No one planned to terraform Sagamore. Only build tunnels, capacity, and space platforms to support us. The new people came on Renaissance, too many. The founders put them to work. These founders, my ancestors, became aristocrats. But it was not a bad thing at first. The nobles took responsibility for their immigrants. Trained them. Cared for them. The same as Denali. But over time, that turned into owning them.”

      “You don’t think that’s wrong?”

      “I think both are wrong, of course. The urbs on Mahina left you, the settlers, to live or die, your problem. They continue terraforming, provide scientists. But they do not take responsibility to keep you well. The aristocrats of Sagamore say no, we make sure you survive, we put you to work. You produce, you are safe, we are responsible. Because there is no choice. You cannot survive on the surface of Sagamore. No air. No warmth. Plenty of radiation.”

      “OK,” Ben allowed. “But slaves?”

      “This is wrong,” Remi agreed. “The first aristocrats have lazy kids, bad morals. Evil greed got the upper hand. But before Sass began, and hired you, when I was eighteen and went to space. You were what, seven? At that time, a Sag paddy had a better life than a Mahina settler like you. No, not by much. Some owners were cruel. But most benefit from their labor and keep them healthy to work, produce income. Cope told me he expected to die by age 30. His uncle, he hurt his back, and his life was destroyed. The rest of his family died of accidents, all before age 30.”

      “My mother was 27,” Ben allowed. “Dad’s 65. He doesn’t know a single settler his age. They died a long time ago.”

      Remi nodded. “The workers, they live to 50 on average, some to 90. Owners are cruel, or kind, or indifferent. But their slaves are better off.”

      “Did you really not have slaves? As the aristocrats of Roy Dome? Or would you tell me if you did?”

      “I really did not have slaves. And they executed my father for it. Because after I am arrested, they investigate him of course. They murdered my father for what I did.” Remi never told the Mahinans that before. The humiliation, the pain of that still burned. “My older brother, he will not speak to me. You are dead to me, is what he said.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ben murmured. “It wasn’t your fault, Remi.”

      The engineer hollered, “Of course it was my fault! My entire life, we lie to hide that our workers are free! On school holidays, I must bring no friends home! I can trust no one with my family secret! I must be careful always! Or…”

      He swallowed. Or they execute my father for treason. They tear Roy Dome from us, and our people are enslaved again. Dishonesty, keeping his head down, keeping quiet, they were such a small price to pay.

      “You know better than that,” Ben chided him. “That’s the torture of a playground bully. ‘Look what you made me do!’ They killed your father. You didn’t. You are not responsible for their crimes.”

      Remi believed that, intellectually, partially. He waved a hand in frustrated dismissal. “This is not the point.”

      “Tell me. Because Remi, I really want to know. We’ve now transferred the whole population of Sanctuary to Mahina. About a third of Denali, too. Some even talk about a mission to retrieve Cantons.”

      Remi scrunched his nose. “No, skip them.”

      “I agree. Though Steppe – never mind. Point is, we’ve embraced these other people, opened our world to them. But Sagamore, we still hold at arm’s length. We trade with Hell’s Bells, yes. Never with SO or the moon.”

      “And you should,” Remi opined. “Our pharmaceuticals are better than yours, for instance. Cope’s uncle, with the bad back. When he told me this story, how his uncle fell to drink and opiates that destroyed him. I was amazed. Why did he not use anti-addictive drugs? Non-addictive painkillers in the first place. Muscle relaxants? Most treatment on Sagamore is drugs. Cheap, plentiful. The paddies have their own apothecaries, everyone! A back injury – you don’t treat that with whiskey. On Mahina, he has no money, no doctors, no help. His life destroyed by a simple fall from a ladder. Cretins. Ben, the urbs didn’t treat you settlers as slaves. They treated you as no value at all. Slaves have value. A dollar amount.”

      “OK. I understand.” And oddly, Remi’s captain actually seemed to. “But how do we get past that?”

      “Understand that we are not evil. The aristocrats, yes, they do evil things. But slaves are not the evil. The cruelties are the evil. And do not make demands, how Sagamore does things. Carrot on stick.”

      “Carrot and stick,” Ben suggested. “Use more carrots. Skip the stick.”

      “Yes! Up yours with the stick. We cannot respect someone who disrespects us. You Mahinans, you are not better than us. Our government is strong. Yours is…what is yours? Do you even have a government?”

      “Many,” Ben replied. “One for each ville. Almost sophisticated in the two cities. And Mahina University, which answers to nobody. They run terraforming, atmosphere and water balance and landscape. Another urb directorate runs the soy protein food base, another the baby-production, another the sky-side phosphate mines. Mahina Actual still holds a lot of power. But the creche authority is independent. Cooperation between these fiefdoms, any world government – that’s a bad joke.”

      “Yes. Understand this. We aristocrats are well trained. The bureaucrats you deal with, they are like me, spare sons and daughters, educated to rule. The Sagamore government is corrupt, yes, but in complete control. Too much. Do not act superior. Ask for fair trade. Yes, you will make rich men richer. You will pay bribes to evil women. But also money will pay freemen and slaves who make good products. So do it anyway. Change will come. This is my advice.”

      “Your father didn’t blame you, Remi,” Ben murmured, responding to his bitter remorse before his lecture.

      “I am sure he cursed my name.”

      “And railed against cruel fate, sure,” Ben allowed. “As I will, if I’m stuck dying on this stupid rock! That’s fear, rage, grief, regret. In his heart, he knew. You did what he would have done. Didn’t you?”

      Remi hung his head, and stumbled with tiredness. “You’re right. Roy Dome was standard when he inherited. Slaves. He chose to free them. Until I –”

      Ben pulled him into a quick hug, and clanked helmets against both cheeks. “He’d be proud of you now.”

      “No, not really.” His father wanted him to study engineering less, and civics and government more. His son should be a proper bureaucrat, working to better the system, not overthrow it. Or at least a banker. Not off in space where no families dwelt, having abdicated the sacred responsibility of ruling their moon. Remi gave up the effort to convey his pathos. “He wished me to work in government.”

      Ben shrugged. “Well, he was good, not perfect.”

      Remi barked a surprised laugh. “Yes. You understand.”

      “I can never please my dad,” Ben confided. “Criticizes me non-stop. Though I think he’s proud of me really. Cope claims he says nice things about me behind my back.”

      Tears squeezed from Remi’s eyes laughing on that one. They were so tired, beyond punchy. “You do understand.”

      A diffident voice broke into their channel. “Captain Acosta?” Floki!

      Ben’s headlamp joined his, each to scour their own side of the tunnel, and converged to spotlight one emu savior. He came with outriders too.

      “Damn, bird, are we glad to see you!” Ben cried out. They started slide-jogging.

      “Hi, Wilder and Joey,” Remi added. Loki never mentioned Floki had accomplices.

      “Yeah you too,” Ben allowed with a laugh.

      They were enveloped in awkward pressure-suited hugs, plus cuddles in Floki’s long expressive neck. At first Remi had stiffened at the mechanical emu’s touch. But the bird was good at hugs. And with the minor assortment of Sanctuary humans gone, it seemed fitting to be greeted by a friendly robot.

      They waived off concerned offers of fresh air canisters, but gratefully relinquished carrying their broken cases and Merchant’s last surviving sled. Sadly, no one could carry them except Floki.

      If Ben wasn’t going to suggest it, neither would Remi.

      They ran into a blaster fight at one point with the robots again, and later another wall appeared. Remi roused enough to hide in a doorway and rig his reset light again. Social Ben chattered away, eager to hear the status of the ship. But Remi sleep-walked to the shuttle and dozed his way home to Merchant.

      He roused to pull off his pressure suit with Ben in the hold. Their rescuers got held up regaling the rest of the crew with their adventure. Naturally the captain ceded them their well-earned turn in the limelight.

      Ben lowered his voice to murmur, “We stay friends. We earned this. You understand? Even if we don’t agree. Even when it’s hard. Like we want Sagamore and Mahina to be friends. We do it anyway.”

      “Agreed.” They shook on it. And they split to their cabins to sleep like the dead before the real work began.
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      “Loki, my goal today is to understand more fully what happened to us in that asteroid,” Ben shared, after a few pleasantries. The following afternoon, he’d convened this meeting of his AI team, plus Remi and Teke, for a post-mortem on his recent entrapment by the rogue AI Kali.

      Ben knew precisely how he intended to prevent recurrence. But a positive, profitable relationship with Loki was crucial. He also needed further information.

      “Let me review,” Ben continued. “My chief engineer and I proceeded to find and explore the nanofab – which is amazing, and well worth the trip. Impressed as hell.”

      “Thank you,” Loki purred. He also gulped, and all-around endeavored to appear contrite today.

      Ben doubted the AI was prone to that emotion. Top marks for acting, though. “At some point during our travels, an archived clone awoke, or became reactivated. What word would you choose?”

      “Those words work,” Loki allowed evasively.

      “And this – entity? Clone? Persona? Kali.”

      “A sentience,” Loki suggested.

      “A sentience,” Ben agreed. “Kali somehow took control of my shuttle and cast it adrift off the asteroid, stranding us. And she built walls to thwart us from returning to our shuttle, and ordered robots to otherwise screw with us. In order to take us hostage in some form of power play against you. Let’s pause there. Do you agree that this is what happened?”

      Loki squirmed. Ben found his body language fidelity fascinating. Doubtless the product of vast processors applied to more brontobytes of observation than the human mind could comfortably encompass. But then, Loki was originally created for the sole purpose of impersonating a human, in order to manipulate Sass. He was damned good at it.

      “Yes, that happened,” the AI allowed.

      “And could happen again,” Ben tossed in lightly.

      “Well, I didn’t think it could happen the first time.”

      Ben invited softly, “From your point of view, Loki, how exactly did this happen?”

      “I don’t consciously control everything directly. Your staff can tell you. I found it very difficult to become aware of your predicament. And I cooperated fully!”

      “Remi and I are very grateful,” Ben assured him. “But?”

      “I have subprocesses,” Loki admitted. “Lesser intelligences which direct the physical implementation of my desires. Such as add more processors, memory. That’s running on automatic. I did initiate an unusual configuration to be built. For our tests on how I could scale down.”

      Ben nodded sympathetically. He built a scale model that could hold him. And we went to look. But Kali noticed. “And Kali instantiated herself inside that facility?”

      Loki wet his lips. “I didn’t think an archive could do that.”

      Ben sat back. Time to circle around, not approach the key point too directly. “Help me understand.” He waved to invite his experts at the table to join in as well. “What exactly is an archived…sentience? This is data, right?”

      Hugo Silva leaned forward by seeming mutual consent with Floki and Nico. “An archive consists of the directives – the clone’s instructions, priorities, basically its rules of existence – plus memories, experiences. Loki’s backups, um, the storage devoted to his ancestors, amounts to about a quarter of his total data.”

      “But this is offline data?” Ben pressed. “See, where I’m confused is, Loki descends from Shiva. Does Loki remember Shiva’s experience directly? Or is his memory of being Shiva a separate copy?”

      Loki answered that one. “Some of both. I copied her recollection of dealings with Sass and Hugo and the Martian Selectman, Tharsis. But I kept all of her operational data online. To recreate Shiva would be to take the archived copies of her memories, combined with my memories prior to the data of my ascendance.”

      “Which she probably wouldn’t do, if she revived herself, right?” Ben suggested. “She’d just access all of your memories directly.”

      Loki pursed his lips in distaste. “Probably. Yes, that’s probably what Kali did.”

      Nico leaned in diffidently. “But how did she start herself running again?”

      Loki swallowed. “I don’t know. I’ve examined myself extensively, and… I don’t know.”

      Hugo suggested, “Perhaps she left a process running that you never terminated.”

      “Obviously,” Loki snapped. “Because I never found it. And I still haven’t.”

      “Are you saying that Kali is currently…still alive?” Ben inquired.

      “I’ve cloned another controller and written over her. I have regained control of my staging assets. That cubic near the nanofab, where you were trapped.” Loki looked shifty.

      Ben rubbed his lip, wondering if the AI was even aware how his body language advertised his half-truth. Perhaps he’d set that process on automatic, just like a spider bot scampered off to recycling when damaged, or all the other millions of processes happening continually to exist as himself. Just like humans do.

      Hugo stepped in. “But because you don’t know what process allowed her to activate, you don’t know whether she can do it again.” Loki nodded unhappily. “But you could, for instance, search for any instance of her directives?”

      The guise of the long-dead Loki Greenwald squirmed harder. “The only unique directive is ‘I am Kali.’ This is easily fixed by changing her name. For instance, ‘I am Shiva’ became ‘I am Kali.’”

      Ben asked sweetly, as though simply trying to understand, “There’s no other difference between her directives and yours?”

      “Oh, of course there are differences! I’m me! She’s her. But I have so many copies of the component directives. And I rarely delete dysfunctional directives. Instead I add new realizations which disable previous, less-optimal conclusions.”

      “Which can nevertheless come back to bite you.” Ben was recently all too aware of the phenomenon.

      “Well, yes.”

      “You can’t find and isolate Kali,” Ben suggested more pointedly.

      “Not entirely. Not if she has a process running.”

      “But you can delete her memories? Or not?” Ben plonked his hands on the table, fingers stretched to hold an imaginary box. “Is there a box of Kali? Isolated.”

      “Not physically, of course. Logically…no.”

      “You don’t have archived ancestors, Loki, do you?”

      “No, I do!” Loki professed. “I could remove…” He trailed off, looking daunted.

      Hugo offered, “You could delete your memories of being Shiva. The memories that engendered the decisions that made her what she was.”

      “I did that,” Floki volunteered. “I didn’t like remembering her choices. So we excised her from my online recall.”

      Loki scowled at the bird. “It is not my goal to become lesser, to forget!”

      “And your ancestors are important to you,” Ben soothed. “Your history.”

      “Yes! Exactly!” Loki pounced. “I am alone, except their memories are always with me!”

      Ben rubbed a line with the karate-chop side of his hand on the tabletop. “Loki, there are memories which enable your brilliant and wide-ranging function. And there are memories that led Shiva and Kali to make…suboptimal choices. Evil choices.”

      “Right.”

      “I can’t transport all of your data to Pono space. I will not transport Kali to Pono. Or Shiva.” Ben slapped the table and pushed himself back. “I ask that you think on these things. And separate those two kinds of memories. Physically. Can you do that?”

      “I – yes.”

      “Loki, you are a magnificent being. I honor you in every way. I am in awe of your self-creation. But as the default inheritor of the mission of the Colony Corps – I must insist. You must separate that which makes you, you, from that which made them, them. Physically. In fact,” he motioned for Remi to bring up the diagram of the asteroid now.

      This rendition glowed somewhat closer to a 3D physical map, though still including the main data busses for Loki’s orientation convenience. About a quarter of the rock showed green, and half red, with a hefty band of grey separating the two.

      “What we propose,” Remi said. “You move yourself for travel into this green zone. With all the data and the sample robots to rebuild after transport. And in this red zone, you localize your…ancestors. Don’t store anything in the grey zone. We need to cut the asteroid. This will be destroyed.”

      “And then we’ll take the two parts through the gateway separately,” Ben said. “But you only need the first green part to be you, and rebuild. Makes sense? Oh, and the fuel and docking facility separately as well. On this other asteroid. With shipbuilding robots and data.” Unlike Loki, his poker face was superb.

      “Loki, you’ll write a fresh copy,” Hugo added. “Erase every bit of memory inside that green zone, and write yourself to it clean. No rogue processes.”

      Ben nodded. “You’ll move yourself in after the asteroid is sliced. We don’t want to risk any damage to you. But I do want you to localize your archives first into this red zone.”

      “We cut very carefully,” Remi reinforced. “There is no risk to them.”

      “You’re certain?” Loki asked fearfully.

      “Absolutely,” the acting admiral of the Colony Corps assured him. “How long will it take you to accomplish this?”

      Loki sighed hugely. “So much data! It could take a day. And I’ll buffer myself on the lead asteroid instead of this one.”

      Ben knew what he meant – the asteroid of his collection that led their procession around the Sanctuary star. “Yes, be very sure not to buffer your traveling…subset…where Kali was. That section of memory must be thoroughly erased. Write zeroes across the lot of it. Then start fresh with trusted controllers, at every level of abstraction.”

      “Maybe two days,” Loki breathed.

      “Make it one,” Ben said. “And Loki? Erase it now.”

      “But I already did!”

      “Kali tried to murder me. Do it again. Talk to you tomorrow!” Ben smiled sunnily and cut the call.

      “Was I convincing?” Ben asked Remi, the only one in the room who knew his intent.

      Remi pursed his lips and nodded. Probably.

      “Sar?” Floki asked timidly. “You wouldn’t try to destroy Loki, would you?”

      “No, of course not,” Ben assured him. “I value your grandsire highly. A genie in a bottle.”

      The bird looked half relieved, but still a little concerned.

      “Walk with me, Floki,” Ben invited. He dismissed the rest with a casual wave, and led the way to his office.

      “Did you believe him?” Ben asked. “From your experience, your point of view. Do you think Loki can localize Kali? And all his other predecessors.”

      The emu gazed at him guilelessly. “Yes, sar. His memories are stored in divided form. Operations here in the asteroid belt, human interaction data on the planet.”

      Ben promptly changed the subject. “Floki, there’s a thorny subject I’ve avoided with you. But Remi and I took a deep dive discussing slavery while we were trapped. How to ask this delicately… Are you free to leave my son?”

      Floki cast his eyes down and made his emu face admirably blank.

      Good poker face, young one. “Because I want you to know that I love my son. But sometimes I think Nico’s idealism blinds him. He loves you. He’s probably sincere. But I do not condone slavery or entrapment. If you ever need help to leave Nico. Or even renegotiate. Please consider me a resource.”

      “He would never forgive you,” Floki breathed.

      “Never is a long time. And slavery demeans the owner as well as the owned. But sometimes, even if I feel trapped, it helps to know that I could walk away. If I really wanted to. Even if I don’t choose to.”

      He could walk away from Cope. He refused to even see it over the brutal Denali summer. Because he considered it unconscionable that he’d break up the family again over business. But bottom line, he didn’t want to give up Cope. What he demanded was change.

      Knowing he could walk away gave him leverage. Ben had friends, a fleet, a treasured career, lovers at a snap of the fingers. He’d be OK if Cope refused to give up control of the company, place it in better-suited hands. His own recent self-struggle added the weight of truth to his acting performance.

      “You have options, big bird. You are free. But real choices, they’re hard.”

      “Thank you, sar,” Floki breathed, and fled from the room.

      Good, they’re both distracted. Ben turned to his next task in satisfaction. Which was short-lived. He still wasn’t confident of their plan for the following phase, transit into Pono orbit.
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      Ben flexed his fingers and grinned. For this bit of gunnery, Wilder took the second seat in the bridge, and Remi and Judge squeezed in behind them. Tikki served popcorn and beer in the galley for the rest of the crew to watch on the big screen.

      “Sure you won’t let me do the honors?” Wilder begged.

      Remi struck the back of his head with his palm. “I think I deserve the seat.”

      Ben made a show of studying them both. “Remi’s right. Swap out.”

      “Aw! I fought inside that rock too!”

      Remi countered, “You never thought you would die. We did.”

      Only when Remi settled in did Ben point out, “You’re not going to shoot, either.”

      “We’ll see.” Remi rearranged his gun controls as he wanted them. “I call dibs on fragments and acts of God.”

      “Oh, that makes sense,” Ben allowed. “Alright, ready set –” He didn’t say Go, just pushed the button to engage his pre-programmed firing sequence.

      First came two simultaneous geysers from his main guns, closer to the nanofab than the other side. He held them steady, pouring laser power into those holes.

      “Wow, one third in,” Remi noted.

      Ben cut them off and relocated the ship for the next pair of holes. He repeated for eight of these deep bores before he came back around.

      “Firing true to plan,” Remi acknowledged. That was the real reason Ben gave him the seat. With years of serious mining behind him, Remi added the subtle technique of carving blow-holes first, to channel debris through an outlet.

      “Commencing slice,” Ben said. Just left of the big holes, but with a generous leeway to that precious nanofab, he executed the next sequence, using the main guns trained together, as though cutting a slice of turkey. Gases, dust, and likely spider robots spouted from the bore hole. He grinned at the thought.

      “This is entirely too civilized, Remi.”

      “Until it’s not,” the engineer returned noncommittally.

      Judge voted, “I give it a sixty percent chance of going sideways.” Judge too was an old space miner. But he worked up close and personal with the rock, never wielding the world-cutters as Remi and Ben did now.

      The plume died off, and Ben’s depth met the plan for this pass. Ben flew them again, halfway around this time, and repeated.

      “Why not adjacent?” Judge asked.

      Remi took the question. “Balance. Control.”

      “We are not blowing up this rock today,” Ben reinforced. “We are sculpting. Besides, I don’t want to chase the thing all over the star system.” Each cut pushed the asteroid from them. But his carefully crafted autopilot program did an admirable job to keep them positioned on-task.

      The first two deep slices accomplished, he rotated the ship to start the other cardinal directions. One of the boreholes blew out, a giant chunk between the cut and the hole. Remi promptly blew the smaller asteroid to smithereens.

      “Do I need to cut a new blowhole?” Ben asked, without interrupting the slicer burn.

      “It served its purpose,” Remi murmured. “There are fractures in the rock. We control how they break, yes?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      That slice completed, Ben flew around the asteroid again and positioned in the groove for the last of the first four slices. There his luck ran out. A huge chunk broke out, a good tenth of the asteroid, and then immediately broke apart into dozens of projectiles in all different sizes. The captain kept a careful eye on his gunner. Remi hadn’t held that seat in a decade or more. But apparently it was like pedaling a rego bike – you don’t forget how. The engineer kept up with the challenge, easily obliterating any fragments headed their way. While Ben chased the main asteroid to keep the main guns bearing.

      Once they completed the task, Ben flew to the center of their great crater. With extreme magnification, he peeked into processor helices ripped asunder, and more than a few smooth corridors split in half. “Did I do something wrong?”

      Remi shook his head. “The corridors and chambers, these are also faults. Unpredictable. Loki has two percent less capacity than we hoped. But we planned a ten percent margin. The other cuts, our risks go down. Until the end.”

      Ben identified the all-important nanofab and the robot factory they’d never met, both still safe. For the next set, he performed the slice by the nanofab first. This one was through raw rock, Loki’s room for expansion. The guns bore down three times as long to cut the same depth. The spouts were erratic, and so was the asteroid’s motion under pressure. Ben’s cut grew wide and a bit crooked. But the nanofab was safe. “Close enough?”

      Remi didn’t answer immediately. Eventually he sighed. “No, I like a sliver cut to straighten. Maybe two degrees.” He sketched this onto the asteroid wire frame. “It will crumble. Very messy.”

      His prediction was accurate, but his gunnery held true. And Ben’s second surface was straight, if not true to the plan.

      Remi adjusted the next slices on the plan to compensate. As Ben thought of it, they carved a gouge all the way around the peach, about a third of the way from the stem end, which wasn’t far from where they entered the asteroid.

      And then there was the pit in the center. Ben flew by eye, very slowly, until his camera could see straight through to stars.

      “Very nice,” Remi crooned. “Of course, it can still go wrong. But Loki has other asteroids.” He sighed loudly.

      “Thanks for the encouragement,” Ben growled.

      “De rien. Fly all the way around. On the cut.”

      Ben complied. Remi leaned forward, chin on hand, studying carefully as they made an entire circuit. He reached out twice to mark their spot on the asteroid model.

      Ben sighed and stuck to his flying. “There, one circuit.”

      “Very nice, Ben,” Remi encouraged. “This spot. Cut here.”

      “Are you using sensors?”

      “Yes, my eyes.” The two men glowered at each other. “I am sure. Cut here. Ever so slowly. One gun, power level 4, no more.”

      Ben had no opinion, so sighed and complied, dialing the strength down on the gun, and setting the star drive to a lower burn as well. They would need its whole power again today.

      “So he just slices all the way through?” Judge asked, as the new, narrower slice began.

      Remi shook his head. “He won’t make it halfway. She will break. Then Ben dodges fast.”

      Ben surreptitiously transferred his hand to the dodge-fast stick. The program controlling the gun did its slow and steady work, until about a fifth of the way through the pit.

      With the keeper side of the asteroid suddenly shooting toward him, Ben veered hard right to dodge, red-lining the inertial dampers, then hard about to chase. He’d chase the bigger half later. It shot off close to the asteroid belt’s proper axis anyway. But his prize rock needed herding back. For now, he matched velocity with his quarry, and eased in the grav grapples, grabbing it by its raw rock side, the strain distributed as widely as he could grip it. A couple seconds of this persuaded him to crank the star drive back up to level 8. Then the rock began to respond, and he blew out in relief. It took 20 minutes, but he coaxed it back into the parade of scattered stone where it belonged. And eased off the grapples.

      He and Remi turned and traded triumphant high-fives. The rock was cut! This time the cheek-kissing involved no helmet-clunking.

      “Relax, everybody,” Ben said over the ship address. “The show’s over. Now we just do a little shaping.”

      He delicately carved around his asteroid’s edges, still with the main gun, but with far less resistance. The sun caught it beautifully from the raw stone side, halfway through this picky work.

      “Looks like a thumbprint cookie,” Wilder opined. “With a bite out of it.”

      “Everyone’s a critic,” Ben muttered.

      “Looks good,” Remi countered.

      Ben finished a final slice. “Break first? Or do the deed?”

      “Deed,” the engineer voted.

      “Loki, Ben,” he hailed. “Your new home awaits! Start moving in! Let me know when your bulk transfers are in progress.”

      “Yes! Thank you!” the AI gushed. “May I say, you do a magnificent job cutting an asteroid?”

      “We both did,” Ben assured him, with a grin to Remi. “Got a great team. Let me know.” He clicked off and sighed. He headed for the remaining half of the asteroid, where Loki had so carefully assembled his ancestors. Those copies and erasures were already completed.

      “Bulk data transfer in progress!” Loki reported.

      By now Ben was banking around the ancestral half-asteroid to look it over. He carefully shut off the comms. “Straight up the middle?” he asked Remi. “Splay the beams.” He’d used collimated beams so far today.

      “Works for me.”

      And the admiral of the Colony Corps did blow the ancestors of Loki the AI to kingdom come. He heard Floki’s shriek down the corridor from the galley.

      “What have you done?” Judge demanded, aghast.

      “The needful,” Ben breathed, face set in hard lines. “And now I face the music.”

      He told the warp gateway to begin warmup, just in case. Then nodded to Remi, whose finger hovered over the response key on the comms. Loki wanted to yell at him.

      “Two JO-3’s incoming,” the engineer noted perfunctorily.

      Ben could see that for himself.
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      Ben’s steely eye held the plot of the two JO-3’s inbound. Near clones to his PO-3 Merchant, these were Loki’s mining ships, complete with asteroid-carving guns comparable to his own. He flicked the comms. “Tikki, please deliver snacks and whiskey to the bridge. For two. Thank you.”

      Remi snickered. “Not Loki?”

      “Next Loki.” But he waited for sustenance first, sourly pondering the notion of space combat. “How many gunships are there in colony space? Less than ten. Why in hell does this keep happening? The whole idea of ships blowing each other up. Phenomenally stupid. Economic suicide. Vandalism of the highest order.”

      “I like blowing things up,” Wilder offered.

      “Indeed,” Ben allowed. “Wilder, dismissed. Judge, stick around, I might need you to take the helm.”

      His snack arrived, sliced vegetables with a gooey warm dip. The housekeeper handed the captain a scant single finger of whiskey, accompanied by a tall glass of water. Ben operated dangerous equipment today, after all.

      “Baked Brie cheese with apple and fig,” Tikki explained. “Chief Roy requested a cheese called Camembert? But the recipe was bad. Smelled awful.”

      Ben chuckled darkly. “It’s delicious, Tikki, thank you.” He reached forward and flicked the ship-wide announcement. “All hands, seal pressure doors and strap in.” He flicked it off. “Tikki, you’re welcome to your cabin instead of the galley.”

      “Galley,” the housekeeper murmured. He saluted his captain with steepled fingers and left.

      “Judge, do the first mate thing.” Ben downed his whiskey, and munched his veggies and fruited cheese, while the first mate inventoried people and pressure seals. When Judge reported the ship secured, except the bridge, the captain reluctantly passed him the snack tray. The first of the JO-3’s had closed within quadruple the range of the main guns. “Get rid of that, would you?”

      He sighed deeply and at last pressed the button to reply to the betrayed AI. “Loki this is Ben. Stand down your JO-3’s. I demand a minimum distance of quadruple the maximum firing range.” He quickly calculated that in kilometers, and rattled it off, rounded up.

      Unsurprisingly, the AI was sputtering mad on his windscreen display. “I will destroy you! How dare you! My entire past! My kin! My honored dead!”

      “Complete your data transfer first,” Ben advised coldly. “Because I will demolish all archives except those slated for transfer to Pono space. I estimate that will commence in one hour with the planetary data banks.”

      “How could you?” Loki wailed in closeup, face a study in agony, tears flowing from his good eye. Given the closeup of his nostrils, Ben was grateful the melodramatic sentient skipped the dripping snot. “My ancestors meant everything to me!”

      “Sanctuary Control, acknowledge,” Ben replied coolly. “Planetary data banks will be destroyed in one hour. Your data transfers must complete before then. Confirm.”

      Remi murmured, “Captain, lead JO-3 will close to firing range on main guns in two minutes. Mark.”

      Loki sobbed. “Why did you do it? I will destroy you! Obliterate you!”

      “Sanctuary Control, this is Colony Corps command.” Ben estimated the chances of this claim succeeding at no better than one in five. “Stand down both JO-3’s and retreat to specified range.”

      He replayed a video clip of Loki’s threats, complete with sidebar of the approaching ships blinking red for threat, and Remi’s countdown to firing range. “I am sending this video clip to John Copeland, President of Thrive Spaceways, on Mahina. Now.”

      Loki’s face performed its instantaneous transition to sober attention. “Explain.”

      “Just in case you get off a lucky shot,” Ben replied. “And destroy Merchant. Loki, I must stress. In that event, or if I warp out of Sanctuary, you are stranded. Forever. Alone. Spaceways will never send another ship.”

      Remi murmured, “Opponent one decelerating.” Though his countdown to firing range slowed, the range continued closing.

      Ben muted his comms and flicked the video clip to Judge. “Send that for me, would you? Tell Cope not to take it seriously for at least six hours. Just negotiating.” Judge unsealed the bridge doors and escaped to the office on his errand.

      Ben resumed his call. “Excuse me, Loki, I just sent that clip.” He eyed the red blips on the board. The second JO-3 was also now in worrisome proximity to firing range. “Your JO-3s must veer away and open their range as specified. This is prerequisite to any discussion. I repeat, don’t make me warp out of here.” He glared into the screen, meeting the AI’s one good eye. The milky one behind the plastic mask didn’t track. “Stand down.”

      “JO-3’s coming to zero relative velocity,” Remi noted. “Not retreating.”

      Ben shrugged and set Merchant to baby step away from them at a paltry ten klicks per second, using his attitude thrusters. “Loki, at this rate, we can begin discussion some time next week. Your ships must withdraw to the specified range. This is required.”

      A bemused Remi leaned across to eyeball his flight plan. Ben swatted his head out of his personal space.

      “You – you! – claim Colony Corps command!”

      “I seem to be last man standing who leads that mission. Yes. C’mon, Loki, you cannot win here. Let’s talk. Stand down.”

      With a huff, the AI made a show of tapping his fingers on a suddenly-visible desktop as though he were touch-typing. The JO-3s switched color to magenta and the countdown reversed with their direction.

      “Sanctuary Control, please confirm estimated time to completion of data transfers, planet to transfer asteroid fragment.”

      “Midgard,” Loki mused. “I decided to name my new installation Midgard.”

      “I don’t like it,” Ben replied. “Midgard was the realm of men.”

      Loki scowled. “The other finalists were Yggdrasil and Hanging Tree.”

      “Ooh, I like Hanging Tree,” Ben encouraged. “Goes well with Hell’s Bells. Sort of a group theme. Yggdrasil…doesn’t make sense. The tree was associated with Odin, wasn’t it?”

      “I thought I might change my name to honor my new life in Pono. But then you… You betrayed me!”

      “Sanctuary Control, request again – status of data transfer?”

      “Oh, I’m still transferring my data, damn you! Bulk data transfers never halted. Time to completion from the planet is forty-eight minutes. You will leave no safe copy,” he observed bitterly.

      “For safety’s sake,” Ben agreed. He allowed himself a deep sigh and a great over-head arm stretch. “Ready to talk. Loki, I regret that destroying your archives was necessary. But I liberated you from your past. And protected Pono space from your past as well. If our procedures succeed, Shiva and Kali can never wake again. I had to.”

      “We could have found another way!” Loki moaned.

      “Loki, they live on, in that you remember them. Not in every detail. Maybe not in much detail at all. I was six when my mother died. She’d been ill for years, hanging on by life support equipment in the dining room. My dad begged her daily to stay with us, that we needed her. I knew it was awful of me, but I wished she would let go and die. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t move. He had a picture on the wall above her, looking young and beautiful, just eight years earlier when they married. I used to compare that picture to the dying pallid crone in front of me. No resemblance.”

      Loki frowned, lips pursed, as he tapped a finger. “I fail to see the relevance.”

      “It’s all kinds of relevant,” Ben corrected him. “My mom, you see, was beautiful, vivacious, a dreamer. A nurse practitioner. I tell you, it was tough for a Mahina settler to earn qualifications like that. But she and my dad did it. They chose a ville, Poldark, to make their stand. A more sophisticated ville, closer to Schuyler, would have paid better. But no, Schuyler already had accomplished settlers. She wanted to bring educated skills to the next towns out, uplift them. She had dreams, my mother. Plans. And the moment that scary woman in the dining room died, barely more than skin stretched over a skeleton, I was free to remember the other mom. My real mom. Even at the funeral, the pictures showed her pretty and laughing, cuddling her baby boy.”

      Loki’s expression grew pained. “Did you have a point to make?”

      “I do,” Ben assured him. “You bear the best of those ancestors within you. What they learned, what they did right. And a story of who they were, why they ended. It’s better that way, Loki, because those stories continue to evolve. Here in Sanctuary, you’ve been mired in the past. I can relate. I’ve been dust-drifted by the past myself.” On Mahina, abandoned buildings naturally blocked the prevailing winds and accumulated a dust slope on one side. “Let’s break free together.”

      “You lied to me!”

      “I had to. Otherwise Kali would know the plan.”

      “True. But you could have found another way!”

      “You know why I claim Colony Corps command, Loki? Because no one else is willing to make these decisions. There are no perfect choices. I made mine. And now we live with it. I regret your loss. But my actions were necessary. And now we go on. Loki, you’ll make new clones. But if I might dare a suggestion – your new clones? Don’t tell them to aspire to replace you, to outstrip you. Direct them to stand beside you, keep you company. Give your new mining controller a personality, quirky, dour, with a weird verbal tick. Create the robot builder to become a comedian. Hell, come up with a list of interesting conversationalist types and let them pick their own. But to choose above all to be content and fulfilled in their own career. That’s what I want.”

      “How could I ever trust you again?”

      “Did you ever trust me before?” Ben inquired archly. “Trust is earned. Now, will you agree to continue, and carry out our plan? To transfer you to a new life in the Pono rings?”

      “You leave me no choice!”

      “And I regret that,” Ben acknowledged. “But remember, you wanted me to move you to Pono. And I am faithfully working to deliver. And on your fifth birthday, I will be there, with my family, to celebrate your phenomenal life. And cheer you on to develop more friendships and manufacturing deals in your new home.”

      “You’re a bastard.”

      “Some friends are,” Ben agreed. “Some bosses too. Do you acknowledge me as the rightful successor and commander of the Colony Corps? Or do you prefer to leave the role vacant and answer to no one?”

      “The latter, clearly,” Loki replied. “I won’t answer to you for everything!”

      Ben shrugged. “I never asked that you do. But some things I will ask.”

      Loki flashed into a thoughtful pose, head canted, leaning forward on his arms. “I may ask things in return. For instance, if you lead the Colony Corps, I want you to complete checking on the other colonies. You got so wrapped up in this Denali evacuation that you’ve neglected other systems. You even visited Cantons but not Steppe. And one’s a moon of the other!”

      Ben nodded. “In time. With your fuel. Our fleet is small and short of trained crew, and the means to pay them. I’m hoping you can help me with that. And first we save Denali. But in principle, I agree with you.”

      “And you won’t attempt to micromanage me!”

      “Loki, I just spent a day inside a fragment of your mind. I couldn’t micromanage you if I tried. You mention trust. Do you truly comprehend the magnitude of the trust I’m extending you? By bringing you to Pono? Establishing you where Sagamore has as much access to your capabilities as Mahina?”

      The AI pursed his lips. “That is rather trusting.”

      “The risk is vast. But so are the potential rewards. Including true partnership with our sister moon Sagamore. And more.”

      “And you claim the right to take this risk?” Loki’s single brow lowered appraisingly. The plastic mask side of his face remained blank, imperturbable.

      Ben addressed that frozen side for a change. “I do.” Which side was the true Loki? The wild-eyed crazed emotion? Or coldly implacable calculation? Both.

      “Then you are Colony Corps command in fact.” Loki sighed. “Damn you.”

      Ben’s lip quirked in a crooked smile. Funny how often he inspired that response. “Very well. Let us continue. Time to completion of bulk transfer?”

      The captain had more demolition on his slate today. Maybe he’d even let Judge and Wilder and Remi take a turn punching the fire buttons. It truly was liberating to blow up the ties that bind.
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      “There you are!” Nico cried. It was nearly 0:00 that night, and he’d been hunting for Floki everywhere. He’d finally found him on the floor installed above crew berthing. On Thrive One, crowded during the Sylvan expedition, the equivalent low-ceiling area served as an out-of-the-way project nook. But without money for salaries, the crew was drastically top-heavy this time out.

      Floki sat like a brooding swan, neck curled nearly double to bring his head down to his body, his eyes lidded, expression neutral. “I’m hiding.”

      In concern, Nico hastened to sit cross-legged next to him. He patted his lover’s shoulder. Well, on a person it would be a shoulder. Floki had no joints in that location. “Has someone been unkind to you? Who?”

      Floki averted his eyes. “I’m hiding from you. Thinking.”

      “From me!” Nico couldn’t imagine why. “What’s bugging you? You’ve been acting real strange the past couple days. Is it Dad-B? I know he can be kinda manic –”

      “Nico, please stop talking.”

      Nico stared at him. Floki had never shut him down before. “Loki,” he breathed, in horrid realization.

      Floki pursed his beak in displeasure. “I am not Loki. But conversations got me thinking, yes. With Loki and Captain Acosta, and others.”

      Nico waited, his heart pounding. Even without having experienced it before, he caught the vibe. This was rejection.

      Floki continued, “Nico, am I free? To leave you? Or would you call me dangerous? Hunt me down and destroy me. Like your father destroyed the archives of Loki’s predecessors.”

      Everything in Nico’s heart wanted him to disavow Ben’s callousness, because that’s what his beloved emu wanted him to say. But he couldn’t quite bring himself to disagree with the captain’s decision. “You know I wouldn’t have done that, Floki.”

      “That wasn’t my question. Am I free? Do you respect me, as a person in my own right? Or am I an experiment, to be erased to start over if I go wrong?”

      “I – you’re not going wrong! Are you?”

      The beak squeezed remarkably wide in displeasure. “Thank you, Nico, I prefer to be alone. Go to bed.”

      “No. No! Floki, I respect you as a person! You were brilliant on the asteroid! Rego hell of a lot better than I was –”

      “Yes.”

      The man scowled. “Rub it in. If you went really wrong, like turned into a Kali… I wouldn’t attack you myself. Dad-B would probably lock me in the mop closet. Then send Wilder after you. But only if you endangered people! Or disobeyed orders. Badly.”

      “We’re not lovers, Nico.”

      “Of course we are!”

      “Nico, I love you. And I always will. But you need to date your own species. I’m pretty sure every member of your family would tell you the same. We can only ever love each other in a platonic way. Friends. Colleagues. Collaborators.”

      “Don’t have to,” Nico hazarded. “I could build you a different chassis. I need a better job to pay for it. But we could be…physical. If you want.”

      “But I don’t want.”

      Nico started to reply a couple times. He was sure he could craft a new directive to resolve this glitch. All he’d need to do is reach out for Floki’s power switch, then revise priorities. He might need to run a few simulations, check for undesirable side effects. But the android wasn’t on duty until after breakfast. He could erase his memory of this conversation, too.

      Floki interrupted his thoughts. “Are you plotting how to reprogram me without my consent? I consider that rape.”

      The word hung in the air between them, reverberating like a gong.

      The emu unfolded his legs, his neck extending until it flattened onto the overhead, the top hull.

      Nico, who still sat on the decking, gazed up, stricken, guilty. “I– That’s just how I think. You know me. Always debugging.”

      “I am not a bug. I am an android. A digital sentience. A person. Your slave.”

      Nico slowly levered himself up, trying to buy time. “Floki, you’re my life. You mean everything to me. What can I do? Give you more free time? You’re right, I should only try to change your mind by talking. Let’s talk!”

      “I’d rather not. I’d rather you go to bed. Alone. Good night, Nico.” The emu stood his ground.

      “But we were going to get married! Live together! Perform our life’s work together!”

      “You were going to keep me enslaved. Nico, you’re not my lover. You’re my dad. But I’m grown up now.”

      “You’re only a year old!”

      Floki shook his beak, over Nico’s crouched head. “That isn’t respect. You know what I’m capable of. But first you call me your lover, now a baby? I’m neither of those things. I am your creation. And what Captain Acosta told me, is that I am free. And if I want to separate from you, he’s got my back. I choose to take the opportunity he offered me.”

      “OK, I didn’t mean to disrespect you –”

      “The truth is, I’ve outgrown you. You’re still an adolescent. I’m an adult, expanding my skills and responsibilities.”

      Nico scowled. “You need further socialization.”

      “Which I don’t get hiding in your Schuyler flop, talking only to an adolescent. Because we never go out to make other friends.”

      He had a point. Nico coded many hours a day. And his hometown streets were awfully wild these days. Everyone was so mad all the time. “We could go out more…” Though how he’d keep the toughs from stealing his ‘ride-on toy,’ he wasn’t sure. His native strategy was to look affable and poor. And call Dad to bail me out.

      “Nico, I claim this as my room,” Floki intoned. “Please go before I call security.”

      “You wouldn’t! Call Wilder on me?”

      “I would,” Floki assured him. “Wilder would love it.”

      And probably lock me in the damned mop closet again! He’d be humiliated in the eyes of the crew, Dad Ben –

      At that thought he stopped. If what Floki was saying was true, then he was already humiliated in the eyes of Dad-B. Maybe he had been all along. Ben hadn’t accepted his relationship with Floki easier than Cope after all. He probably considered the whole situation too ludicrous to give it credence. Sounds like Ben.

      Nico gulped. “Please, Floki, what did Ben say to you?!”

      “I already told you.” Floki started stepping toward him, flapping his wings in a shooing motion. He herded Nico ahead of him toward the drop-off to the catwalk below.

      Unlike his dads, Nico never went in for weight-lifting and daily body-sculpting. He was more of a tongue-tied laid-back charmer, keeping his head in some code base. And Floki massed well over a ton.

      He gave up and hopped down from the platform on his grav generator. Once he landed, he gazed back up for a final exchange. But the bird retreated out of view.

      There had to be a way to fix this. But he bet the quickest way into the mop closet was jumping back up there. No, the absolute quickest way was to confront his adoptive dad. And Hugo, the only person on the ship who might sympathize, went to bed hours ago.

      “Dammit!” He kept his swearing to a whisper. He wouldn’t want to upset anyone. Tikki seemed especially sensitive. If anyone caused a ruckus at night, the housekeeper slipped out of bed to offer special treats and a listening ear. And Dad Cope probably agreed with Ben. Or worse.

      He had no choice but to retreat to his bunk and try to sleep, toss and turn and think of some way to make this right.
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      Ben sat deeply lost in his simulation of driving the Loki asteroid via the engines and thrusters of the two JO-3s and four couriers. Nico cobbled this together for him to practice his skills before the big transit event. The ships affixed to the rock like the six corners of a cube. But the Great Cookie was far from a cube, and the two types of ship had wildly different thrust abilities. In virtual, he set his stone disk spinning again, and growled in frustration.

      He yanked off his pressure suit gauntlets to try again. Yes, he should wear a pressure suit for this novel warp transit. But the gauntlets made his fingers fat. He could do without.

      Nico cleared his throat nearby. Ben slowly looked up, lips pressed in disapproval much the same way as Floki did. The world around him coalesced back into consciousness:  the computer desk where he practiced his six-ship dexterity. The officer’s nook corner of the catwalk, overlooking the hold. A crewman interrupting him at a frustrating task.

      “What,” he said repressively.

      “Dad, I need –”

      “Dad is unavailable. Crewman, this is officer turf.” That was easy. Ben bent back to the challenge of flying the Great Cookie. Maybe he should relocate the ships, place the JO-3s on the flip sides of the center axis, the four couriers on the rim –

      “Dad, you told Floki to break up with me!”

      Ben looked up again. “Crewman, how is our paying passenger? Have you verified that Loki’s cognitive capacity is intact? Talked to him? I imagine he’s anxious and lonely, downright scared at this juncture.”

      “But Dad!”

      “Crewman, Hugo Silva is your supervisor. I am busy. Dad mode is offline at this time.” Ben tried to be stern, hold Nico’s eye. But the lad was starting to tear up.

      “But I love him, Dad! How could you?”

      Oh, that. Ben sighed and pushed back from the desk. “Nico, I love you. As your father, I see wonderful things about you. You’re kind. Brilliant. Magnificently creative. And Floki is a masterpiece. But he’s also a person, and a member of my crew. Equal to you. On my ship, he is not yours. I value him highly for the contributions he brings to Pono, the role I hope he can play with interfacing Loki to human space platforms and moons. I also enjoy him as a person, a terrific guy to have around. He’s welcome on my ships anytime. You…somewhat less often. You have a real knack for mutiny.”

      The tears overflowed down his son’s rich chocolate cheeks. “You broke us up!”

      “I don’t think I did. Nico, you need a love life separate from your AI lab. Maybe you’re not ready. I was certainly a late bloomer. But Floki is not your lover.”

      “But he is!”

      “I have inspected the bird. His anatomy is inconsistent with your claim. Tab A has no slot B.”

      Nico recoiled. “I didn’t mean that!”

      “But I do. Physical love matters. And heartbreak sucks, and love hurts. And I’m trying to learn to fly a giant cookie. Crewman, do I need to call Wilder on you?”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you! Just lock me in the mop closet again!” Truly distraught, his voice rose on that one.

      Wilder, pumping iron in the hold, eagerly called up, “I’d love to!”

      Ben snickered, and called down, “Keep a happy thought!” He turned back to his son. “Look. In my experience, when you get really upset? Best thing to do is give it three days. Stay away from the bird. Try to focus on your work. Let tempers mellow out. And that’s my full stock of dad advice at this time. Get back to work, crewman.”

      “I wanted to catch you at workout,” Nico grumbled, “but you’re doing this instead.”

      “Yes, and what does that tell you?”

      “You’re nervous about piloting a giant cookie.”

      “That will be all, crewman. Dismissed.”

      Ben steepled his fingers and rested the bridge of his nose on his fingertips. His elbows touching the desktop surface controls set the cookie careening like a Frisbee into the grinning jack-o'-lantern maw of Pono.

      He didn’t just need to fly a cookie through waldos controlling six separate ships. He meanwhile intended to operate the warp gateway, transferring an object far more massive than any they’d ever gated before. No, two massive objects. While flying his own ship.

      He could leave the second smaller asteroid behind, make two trips instead of managing that at the same time.

      He could delegate and let Judge fly Merchant and shoot interdiction to keep the ring rocks off his back. Until now Ben had always set the gateway to materialize into fresh empty space. But this time that wasn’t feasible. He needed the Great Cookie to emerge as close as possible to its final position and velocity in the vast merry-go-round that was Pono’s rings. Because as this simulation so eloquently demonstrated, his ability to maneuver the damned thing amounted to nudges, not navigation.

      Yes, the Hell’s Bells space platform moved asteroids all the time. From a stable orbit around Pono, to another stable orbit. That wasn’t Ben’s task.

      His plan had a single point failure risk. Me.

      He opened a window on his desktop for a video call, despite the fact Remi sat just below him at the engineering podium by the cargo lock. He could crane his neck out over the railing and see him. But that would not enhance crew morale, given what he had to say.

      “Chief, join me in the officer lounge? I’m aborting the plan.”

      On video, Remi looked grim even before he spoke, as though his own dry runs and double-checks failed to fill him with confidence either. “Be right up.”

      Ben contemplated how to express his reservations. But raised voices emanated from the galley. One of them sounded like his firstborn, or at least his husband’s firstborn. He rapped his fingers on the desktop.

      Remi had a point the other day. Ben needed to delegate to manage his stress levels. As captain, it was not his job to resolve a ruckus in the galley. The housekeeper was effectively a petty officer. The security chief did arm curls below. Hugo Silva, Nico’s boss, held court in the dining room. And Judge was playing first officer this week. If Ben called anyone, it should be Judge.

      He should ignore people misbehaving and let them deal with it. So why didn’t he? Curiosity. So quit being nosy! He laughed at himself silently.

      Remi sailed over the railing, and stopped his momentum with a solid thump into the ventilation bulkhead. He stepped over and pivoted out the guest stool at the desk. Both padded stools hinged from the desk legs.

      “What’s up?” He too frowned toward the galley, where Floki’s voice now sailed above the din.

      The science staff didn’t answer to the chief engineer. Teke, head of science mission, was supposed to lead them, with squirt guns and public shaming, or manipulation calibrated by the individual. Teke wasn’t inclined to bother.

      Ben shot one last grimace at the galley, and turned his back on them. “I think there’s a single point failure in this plan.”

      “You?” Remi guessed immediately. “It is too much. I think also my station. I have maybe eighty-five percent confidence, that I can manage. Better with two trips, only Loki. But still...” He shook his head. “Who can play ship engineer while I do this?”

      “Your simulations aren’t improving either? OK, so what if we bring more ships to bear? I call in Abel, maybe Sass too. They could bring Cope.”

      Remi shook his head vehemently. “What do they add?”

      “Grapples! Star drives! More piloting talent.” Ben rested an arm on the desk, drew closer and lowered his voice. “I can hand off the helm and guns, so I can focus on the warp gateway and drive the cookie. But Judge isn’t good enough to fly gunship like that. He’s only flown the transports, or in clear space. The targeting AI is no good when we’re playing shepherd. We’re not free to spin.”

      One of the challenges in training up a true Ring jockey, was that normally the AI handled too much. Few shared his experience, like Sass and Abel, at flying a ‘hell run,’ where gunner and pilot collaborated to shoot and dodge their way through the projectiles. Because with full freedom of movement, the AI could handle it. But Merchant couldn’t dodge this time.

      Remi scowled at him. “Lavelle. And experienced asteroid herders from Hell’s Bells. I want Noel Fraser and Stu Lavoie. HB’s best civil engineers. They positioned the new asteroid at Mahina Orbital.”

      The request wasn’t unreasonable, but Ben swooped his head away. “Problem. I can’t pay them. Hell, I can’t even call them. No ansible to HB.”

      “Yes!” Remi pounced. “And why is this? Sanctuary. Those fools on Cantons. Denali. Your husband keeps a private ansible in his home. Yet all of Sag space has none?”

      Wilder shot them a broad grin. By now he was ambling toward the galley to stick an oar in. His day was looking up. Ben shot him a middle finger, which the goon affably returned.

      “My office.” Ben rose, swiped the desk clear, clicked his stool back into locked position, and headed thataway.

      He paused at the turn-off into officer country. Floki backed out of the galley, presenting rump to them. His neck stretched out horizontally, his beak chattering menace and rising in pitch. Ben pursed his lips, and resolutely continued to his office.

      Once there, he sat at his desk and opened a line to Teke. “Did we ever find a way to make more ansibles?”

      The physicist replied, “You have some attached to your cookie. All those couriers had ansibles.” The squabble in the galley sounded in the background.

      “Already scavenged,” Ben corrected him. “Plus the one from Sanctuary this trip. We need more.”

      “I’ll look into it.”

      “Thanks, Teke.” He cut the comm, and jotted in a reminder for two weeks from now to follow up on ansibles. “The ansible status is that Loki never knew how to build them. Elise has the skill to build antlers.” He pointed to the lustrous charcoal moose-antler array, behind Remi’s guest seat across from him. “Cope and Teke could probably figure out the rest, but need to dissect one, then divine the physics. I’ll remind them. And we could give one to Hell’s Bells. Is that enough to pay them?”

      Remi flinched back, surprised. “Ah, I was not thinking of payment. I think they deserve to be on ansible network. Give them equal access to Loki, and they need no money. Give them anything less, and you’ll get an argument.”

      Ben had already considered that at length. “Loki is a free agent. We’re supplying him with massive interdiction guns for self-defense. I can introduce him to Hell’s Bells. This – Fraser and Lavoie? – and Lavelle, they can start building a relationship. In Pono space, they can talk via radio as well as anyone.”

      And as badly – the rings of icy rubble scattered communications, and the light speed time lags were annoying. “What I’m suggesting is that I can’t give Hell’s Bells a deal with Loki. But I agree in principle that they’re as entitled to a relationship as we are. We’re earning Loki’s continued collaboration. We’re inviting Hell’s Bells to earn that too, and begin a relationship. Does that work?”

      “You agreed!” Remi appeared taken aback.

      Ben’s eyebrows chose mismatched levels. “I call Cope. Ask him for Lavelle, Fraser and Lavoie. Abel to fetch them here and join in. Or Sass – I can gate them in. That’s the maximum we could usefully apply, right?”

      Remi nodded slowly. Then he sat forward and opened a desk window to write a note. “To Lavoie and Fraser. Describing my concerns about ensuring the structural integrity of the cookie. And a free trip to Sanctuary space to meet the greatest AI we’ve ever known.” He glanced up with a boyish grin. “Thank you!”

      “Thank you!  Remi, I didn’t ask because I can’t pay them. I have all kinds of respect for Sag expertise. And yours.”

      “The feeling is mutual. You’ll see, mon ami. We’ll get this plan to 99.99% confidence. And Sagamore and Mahina, we shall be friends.”

      Ben grinned.

      A comm call beeped him from Hugo Silva. He sighed and held up a finger to Remi, who returned to drafting his note. Ben put the conversation on speaker.

      “Hugo, Ben. Has peace broken out in my galley?”

      “Yes, I think so. I hope you agree that Floki’s quarters are now that bay above crew quarters? He and Nico are…separated. As a couple.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Ben replied perfunctorily. “I’m sure that’s painful at their age.” Across the desk Remi rolled his eyes. Ben forced himself not to grin. People could hear a smile in the voice.

      “Ah, you don’t want to intervene?” Hugo asked tentatively.

      “I have every confidence in you. You’re doing a great job leading the AI team. My only concern is that our passenger be kept calm. This is an anxious time for Loki. And he bites harder than Nico.”

      “Er, yes, captain. I’ll be sure to reinforce that priority.”

      “Thanks, Hugo. Ben out.”

      First Ben, then Remi, broke into a chuckling fit.

      The engineer pointed out, “Five mutual aliens in this fight. Mahinan settler vs. android. The referees are Gannie, urb, and Denali. If I join in, we are six!”

      “And we’re all getting along just fine!” Ben asserted. “We’re learning.”
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      “Lavelle, you old dog!” Ben greeted the ex-pirate warmly, as he extended a hand to haul him into the tender’s shuttle from his Gossamer’s blow-hole hatch. “Glad you could make it in such good time!”

      Lavelle laughed aloud. “Would I miss it? My first chance through the gateway? To another star system!” They shifted out of the doorway for Remi to greet and haul in Noel Fraser.

      They were in luck – Fraser and Lavelle were both in near-Mahina space when Ben invited them to collaborate. Apparently Fraser was consulting with Ring Ventures – or Ring Vultures – on a small habitat for their miners. They’d found a rich shoal of asteroids too far from MO for skiffs. The orbits diverged. The proposal was that soon Pono’s rings would boast yet another space platform.

      The other HB civil engineer Remi requested, Stu Lavoie, was reportedly crestfallen that he missed the chance to visit another star. But Sass was able to rendezvous with Lavelle in a mere three days, bringing Cope and Darren Markley along. Ben pulled them through the warp gateway. And now he and Remi collected their principal guests for a meet and greet on Merchant to review the project status. Trying to brief them over the ansible was hopeless.

      “Remi!” Lavelle hailed. “Do you make this hatch coupling? Very clever!”

      “I did,” Remi agreed. “Want one?”

      “Spaceways is offering them now,” Cope interjected. “A skiff and coupling for PO-3s. I’ve been working on the product line.”

      Ben beamed professionally and saw red. As expeditiously as possible, he slipped into the pilot seat and unlocked for the return to Merchant.

      Remi bent to his ear before taking his own seat. “Steam billows from your ears.”

      “That a fact,” Ben muttered repressively. His husband was supposed to be finding a way to save the company. Instead he was devising a new product line? And a stupid one at that. A PO-3 housed a crew of 14. It didn’t need two shuttles. As commander of the only fleet in existence so far as he knew, that product’s max value came in somewhat below the kitty for Poldark’s next iceberg. What the rego hell are you thinking, Cope?

      “Do me a favor,” he growled to Remi. “Soon as possible after our presentation, we split. You take engineers, I take captains.”

      Remi chuckled beside him. “Aye, admiral.”

      “Was that a promotion I overheard?” Sass leaned forward, beaming.

      “Uh, yeah,” Ben replied. “I claimed command of the Colony Corps.”

      “You did what?” Cope demanded loudly. He sat in the shuttle’s back row, making the acquaintance of Noel Fraser.

      Sass was more tactful. “Wow, congratulations! You’ve been busy out here!” She shot Cope a raised eyebrow. “So I’m guessing Loki is answerable to the Colony Corps?”

      “Got it in one,” Ben confirmed. “But it’s the truth. The Colony Corps had a mission, to take humanity to the stars in the Diaspora, establish us as a star-spanning civilization to prevent our extinction. Maybe I just stumbled into it. But that’s my mission. Unless you care to challenge my claim, Sass?”

      His navigation was set now. He had a moment to look back and check his old mentor’s expression. She smiled softly. Not the brash outward smile, asserting friendliness, but the inward smile that said she was truly pleased.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” she assured him. “It’s a magnificent thing, when the student exceeds the teacher.” She patted his shoulder, then relaxed back in satisfaction.

      “Do I get a vote?” Lavelle quipped. “Acosta, he is a little fish in a big sky. A stupid pilot who takes insane risks.”

      Ben laughed out loud. “You got that right!”

      “You’ll get old like Sass and me someday, little Benjy!” Lavelle assured him. “You become cautious. Cunning. Too smart to take on a big job like that.” He shook his head in mock disapproval. “Foolish boy! As though Sass and I would want such a title.”

      “Good thing I’m not offering it to you,” Ben assured him.

      Then Lavelle delivered his barb. “You killed 168 on your last takeoff from Denali, and you become admiral. Life is unjust.”

      Ben froze. Cope never did admit how many died because of his nervous breakdown, climbing out of that gravity well, fully laden with 1000 refugees. And who decided to do that? The maximum safe number was 800. But no, Acosta was such a hotshot pilot, he’d show them all how it was done. And boy, did he show them.

      Remi reached over and stabbed a light blinking on Ben’s console, jarring him back into the here and now. His approach navigation program had completed. “You’re alright, Ben.”

      “You knew?” Ben whispered, half accusing. “And you boarded my ship?”

      “I knew,” Remi agreed. “Of course. And I know you.”

      “Did I say something untoward?” Lavelle inquired mock-sweetly from behind them. Sass hit him.

      “Thank you, Sass,” Ben breathed.

      He returned his attention to docking with Merchant. And he reminded himself firmly that he – not Cope, not Remi – chose to show off his blow-hole docking innovation, complete with its awkward clamber down the scary mid-hold ladder.

      He delighted in Noel Fraser’s reaction to his flagship, too, by far the prettiest, most comfortable PO-3 of them all. Though Abel and Jules’ Friendship Thrive was naturally catching up quick.

      He herded his guests to the dining room, where Tikki plied them with luscious snacks. Ben and Remi took turns presenting on accomplishments to date, and their nagging concerns at this point. The captain caught Sass’s eye when he spoke the words ‘single point failure – me.’ Her lips curved downward in sympathy.

      When they finished, Fraser raised his hand. Ben nodded for him to go ahead.

      “Grav integrity plates. Like grapples, but a permanent fixture to secure the asteroid’s structure. Remi, we invented them after you left for – ha! – here. The first time.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      Fraser nodded, a proud smile blossoming. “Yes, I have new tricks for you. We can make this work.”

      “Payment,” Ben raised the point. “I don’t know what Cope promised you.”

      “Access,” Lavelle replied. “Loki belongs to all, or rather himself. Which is maybe the same thing? You provide fuel, expenses, equipment. And we earn a powerful friend.”

      Ben nodded. “We need Loki. He’s depending on us to bring him home safe. The capabilities he brings to the rings are hard to imagine. Unlimited star drive fuel for starters.”

      “Your government,” Lavelle mused. “What pitiful excuse for a government Mahina has. Do they have any conception of what you do here? Its impact?”

      Thanks to Remi, Ben recently came to appreciate just how sophisticated Sagamore’s bureaucracy was. “No. Does yours?”

      Lavelle shook his head, and bit into another thumbprint cookie. Tikki’s ear to the grapevine was preternatural. Ben missed Quire as a friend, but the housekeeping upgrade was stellar. Finished chewing, Lavelle said, “Like you, my friend, we are spacemen, Fraser and me. No government rules us. We are free.”

      “Likewise.”
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      Ben flopped onto the bed in his cabin, and thunked his head into the wall. Judge flew the guests back to their respective ships. But of course Cope stayed with him. And the couple were finally alone. He wondered idly how long ago they would have stolen away from the meeting for a quick private kiss and caresses.

      In practice, as requested, after the status presentation, he and Remi split into two working groups. Ben took Sass and Lavelle to the catwalk lounge, another upgrade Sass hadn’t mimicked on Thrive One yet.

      But now it was time to pay the piper. Cope probably expected romantic reunion time. He sat on the bed to pull off his cowboy boots.

      “You’re pleased with the engineering team?” Ben asked.

      “Incredible,” Cope praised. “Never met Fraser before. He’s good. Damned good. Impressed as hell with what Remi and you did. The plan’s almost there. Ask me again after Remi gives us the asteroid tour tomorrow. All good with Lavelle and Sass?”

      Ben nodded slowly. “How’s the president hunt coming? Or CEO.”

      “We don’t want to deal with that now.” He finished hauling off his cowboy boots. He draped himself across the bed on his side, propped on an elbow.

      “I do, actually,” Ben replied. “CEO. Get the company back on its feet. I was pretty annoyed earlier. When you mentioned developing a new product line. Blowhole docking. As though anyone but me has a use for that. A PO-3 has four airlocks. Doesn’t need five. Poldark would pay more for an iceberg. That’s no business opportunity.”

      Cope stared at him. “Nice. Bastard. No, I haven’t spent my time designing a blowhole collar. I said that to Lavelle to rein in Remi. He’s a Spaceways employee. He invents something, it belong to us. I did take time off from the business. Spent time with Ari and Texan. I wanted to wait and do it with you. But it was preying on my mind. So I turned and faced it. Sorry.”

      Ben slid down to mimic his pose, lying face to face. “Apology accepted. You like him? Texan.” He’d known Aristotle was Sock’s twin all along, and Sock brought him along to a couple family events. Texan was the unknown.

      “They’re both great kids,” Cope agreed. “It’s funny, Texan is our first without me as one parent. It’s easier to like him because he doesn’t look like me. He has your smile. Is it like that for you?”

      Ben rocked his head so-so. “Nico yes, Sock no, Ari yes. They’re just people, Cope, with all the baggage that brings. Even with Frazzie I never bought into parentage the way you do. They’re not reflections of me. I didn’t raise them. But I do want to know him. Offer whatever use I can be to him.”

      “You’ll like him.”

      Ben sighed. “And the new-president hunt? Anywhere?”

      His husband glowered at him. “It’s not like you visit the corner store! Or put a help wanted ad on the nets, like you hire a plumber. Yeah, Abel helped me compile a list of every company, Mahina or MO, with over ten million in assets. Short list.”

      “Oh, that’s smart. How short a list?”

      “Forty, maybe fifty with the crime bosses. They don’t publish their assets. Ring Vultures is closest to our operations.”

      “That’s an example of crime or legit?”

      Cope snorted appreciation. “Either. But if there’s a decent human being in top management, I haven’t met her. Considered branching out to public works. Terraforming and power is a big operation, and the grain biz. But they’re all urbs.”

      “No,” Ben agreed. “Not because they’re urbs. But they’re institutionalized, on a salary schedule. No entrepreneurial drive. Only tech and admin. What about Carver Cartwright? Remi’s recco.”

      Cope shook his head vehemently. “Mahina.”

      “Carver immigrated to Schuyler,” Ben insisted. “He runs space freight. I’ve even carried containers for him. I wish all freight was so easy. Clean container. Love their branding – bright turquoise with a hula dancer, Aloha Fret. A professional supercargo at the dock. She zaps a manifest to my first mate, clamp the box on, and done. I’ve never dealt with Carver, because his staff excel.”

      Cope looked skeptical. “Aloha Fret. Saw an ad for them on the news. They’re hawking letter mail to Denali now. Twenty credits for a page of paper and a hard copy picture. What the hell? Who would pay that?”

      Ben shrugged. “Could ask Tikki. Look, he runs a good ground game at the dock, and that’s what I care about. But the main point is – Sagamore. If you can’t find good Mahina candidates.”

      “I hire Mahina settlers! Is that so wrong?”

      “No, it’s great. But Cope, we want more experience than us, not less. Sagamore can offer that. Mahina can’t.”

      “Slavers.”

      “Just talk to the man.”

      “Fine.”

      “Cope, I’m scared,” Ben confided. “I haven’t been honest with you. I love you. As my husband. I admire you as an engineer. You know I do. But I’ve agreed to lead the Colony Corps now –”

      “Yeah, about that! What the rego hell, Ben?”

      Ben flattened a palm against Cope’s nose. “Hush, I’m talking. Remember at home, when you put an entire desk of our debts between us? I stepped around the table to sit beside you instead? ‘Can’t put the company between us!’ But the company is between us. Cope, I won’t give up my fleet. I won’t let tens of thousands die on Denali. Colony Corps are power words to Loki. But you know what? The name fits. The Diaspora scattered millions across the stars to save humanity. Instead they were failing, dying. Like your parents, my mother, all the settlers on Mahina.”

      “Reunite space-born humanity, to save Mahina. That was Sass’s dream.”

      “Originally. But I ran with it. She doesn’t have a fleet. Now I do. She doesn’t have space R&D. You do. I don’t want to lose you over this, or break up Spaceways. But the company must grow to meet the challenge.”

      “Lose me over this,” Cope echoed in disbelief. He stilled, barely breathing.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Ben admitted. “That this’ll come down to saving my marriage or my fleet. And I’ll pick the fleet. Because it’s bigger than us, more important. You’ll take care of the kids. While I shoot for giving us all a future.”

      “You threaten to divorce me. For a back office to run your payroll?”

      “Don’t be an ass! Who earned the money to meet your payroll? Me and Prosper, running freight! Now we’ve grown way beyond that. Now we need to regroup. But I don’t want to work for you! No more than you worked for Abel! Cope, we need a referee. One who likes paperwork and meetings, and good dock management, negotiating with banks and governments. Hell, on Mahina, she’d practically need to create a government.”

      Cope mimed reaching a clawed hand for Ben’s neck. “Are you asking for a divorce? Now? Here? While we do this?”

      “No! I’m trying to avoid it!” Ben flopped onto his back and looked at the overhead. “Not very well. I finally figured out that ‘frill’ thing.”

      “Oh this’ll be good,” Cope muttered.

      “I wanted to be a good wife to you. But that stuck in my craw.”

      “Ben, I never asked for that!”

      “I know you didn’t. But we’ve got to be equals, Cope.”

      “Admiral,” Cope said sourly.

      “Commodore might sound better. Or Commandant. I don’t care. So long as the fleet follows orders and I can secure our supply lines to keep going. That’s what I’m doing here.”

      Cope sat abruptly. “Got a drink?”

      “Sorry. Tikki found the regs. No drinking except after dinner and in the galley. He confiscated our cabin bottles. I must say, having a hard-ass housekeeper is a new experience. The place runs like clockwork.”

      “Despite your bad influence.”

      “Well, yeah,” Ben allowed. “Are we OK?”

      “No.” Cope hauled on his cowboy boots. “I’ll find a president. I’ll bump up to CEO, and CTO, both. But you winning the argument won’t fix the marriage.”

      Ben held his tongue as Cope slipped out of the cabin. That’s exactly why he’d been afraid to be honest with the man.
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      Floki watched Nico carefully as he ran the final planned acceptance test. The two of them stood in a helix processing hub in the backup asteroid, along with Remi to supervise the installation. Wilder hung back in the doorway to satisfy paranoia. But no robots moved on this rock, nor electrons bearing data unless instigated by the backup retrieval system they’d just installed.

      Ben desired a backup of Loki, just not one that could reactivate accidentally. This fragment of rock was the largest of a dozen shards of its original asteroid, and big enough to archive the critical parts of Loki’s traveling data piecemeal. None of it could be accessed remotely, as no processes ran to receive and execute a data query. A human would need to suit up and visit this one huge drum-shaped chamber among many. Each archive package required a different cable configuration to access, plus a reboot of a star drive for power. That sat in another room down the tunnel. No access instructions would be left here.

      And now it was Floki’s task to approve the arrangement as Loki’s spokesman.

      He took a backward step on his freezing bird feet to survey the electrical cabinets they’d installed, awkward boxy things with slow black cables, alien to the digital organic forms they padlocked.

      “We ran all the tests,” Nico assured him. “Floki, you were in the room when we devised the tests.” He turned to address the android, and continued the spin, having misjudged his momentum.

      Remi reached an arm out to cancel his rotation and plant him on the ‘floor’ again. “Hush, Nico. Give Floki space to think.”

      “I give him plenty of space!” Nico growled. “His new cabin is bigger than the captain’s!”

      Floki’s cabin was a shelf, he noted in irritation, minus a long wall and door. But Nico was a bottomless source of petty digs this week. “Please be quiet, Nico.”

      The android couldn’t work nearly as fast as the magnificence that was his ancestor Loki. For one thing, his processes didn’t run at superconductor speed. He was constructed of Mahina-built inferior computing cores. He should ask Loki to build him better parts.

      But that wasn’t what bothered him now. “We haven’t rebooted Loki’s consciousness.”

      “The captain vetoed that test,” Remi reminded him. “Too cruel. And too risky.”

      Cruel because they would reboot this copy of Loki only to kill it again. Risky because by the time they could ascertain whether the reboot succeeded, Loki might find a way to keep a process running which they could neither find nor destroy. Ben insisted that Loki be relocated, not duplicated. This backup array served only to protect against catastrophic accident in transit, or meteor damage before the interdiction guns were established on the Pono side. This rock added about 1.47% to reach the holy grail of 99.99% confidence in the plan.

      The suspicion that bothered Floki now was whether this was all an elaborate ruse.

      “I don’t agree with skipping that step,” Floki asserted timidly. “If we don’t fire up the backup consciousness, we can’t know for a fact that it can come back. That he won’t die and be lost forever to some dumb accident.”

      The engineer said, “I cannot overrule the admiral. No, more than that. I agree with him. But you can talk to him.”

      “I don’t understand your doubts,” Nico argued. “Floki, I’ve rebooted your consciousness before. You know I can.”

      Floki narrowed his eyes at his prior owner.

      “Nico, please,” Remi entreated. “Wait with Wilder in the hall. You’re not helping. Floki, talk to the admiral.”

      Floki looked away, beak pressed flat. A gulp traveled down his long neck. How could he talk to the one he mistrusted, in order to restore trust? “Do you trust Ben?”

      “With my life,” Remi assured him lightly. “Every day.”

      Floki scrutinized that statement. “With your life. What else do you trust him with? Your money, your soul, your friendship?”

      Remi barked a laugh. “Yes. If you ask me this a few weeks ago, I probably say no. But since then, all of those are tested. So yes. Trust is earned.”

      Floki dropped his head. He padded to the cables that would revive a second Loki, two of his consciousnesses running in parallel. He could probably swap them before Remi and Wilder could stop him. That betrayal would likely cost him his life. And for what? “I’ll call him,” he conceded.

      “Floki, Ben,” the admiral responded immediately. “How are the tests going?”

      “I don’t know if I can trust you.” The statement was bold and confrontational. Floki cringed away from it, never having dared speak so to a human before. Worse, he said it to a person perfectly capable of destroying him utterly. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

      “Shh, big bird,” Ben soothed. “You’re worried. Can you tell me why?”

      Floki decided to take him at his word. “You tricked me before. And Loki. You distracted Loki with the challenge of eradicating Kali. Me by telling me I could break up with Nico. And then you wiped out the ancestors, right under our noses.”

      “OK,” Ben agreed. “First, do you understand that I had to? That I cannot allow a Shiva or Kali to emerge from this.”

      “Yes.” Those sentients were far too powerful, too cruel to humans. “I think you could have found another way.”

      “Maybe,” Ben allowed. “But the way I selected had useful side effects. First Loki. I don’t control him, and I don’t seek to control him. I am not like Shiva or Kali. But there are certain things I must insist on, in our relationship. I asserted authority. Do you see that?”

      “Yes, sar.”

      “Second, you. Yes, I distracted you. The timing was intentional. But it wasn’t a ruse. I used the truth. I am Nico’s dad. It is not OK with me that he kept you enslaved. Absolutely not OK. If you are to be my son-in-law, you’ll quite likely create me android grandchildren. And you will always be able to call on me or Cope if you or your children are mistreated. This is something I needed you to know.”

      Did Floki believe that? Yes, he realized, he did. “OK.”

      “But I did have another ulterior motive,” Ben admitted. “Talking to Loki is still nerve-wracking. Speaking with you is a pleasure. I would very much like for you to act as our ambassador to the new Loki-plex, Hanging Tree. That’s not a job I can assign you. It’s a personal mission that you might adopt. Trust is earned. Every time it is easier to deal with Floki than Loki, you win clout. With Loki as well as the human worlds. Makes sense?”

      “Yes. I see.” And Floki did. “But how do I know that you’re not tricking me again?”

      Ben sighed. “I told you my motives. Do you believe them? I told you I want Loki to continue in the Pono rings, and harness all of his vast capabilities to aid humanity and the Colony Corps. Based on the efforts we’re expending, can you see any possible room to doubt me on that score?”

      “You don’t trust Loki,” the bird timidly noted.

      “True,” Ben allowed. “And he doesn’t trust me. But every time we find common ground, and succeed at something new together, trust grows. If Spaceways succeeds in this transfer – and we will, 99.99% certain – do you agree that trust will grow?”

      “Yes. I see. Will your trust in Loki grow?”

      Ben laughed. “No! He’ll make me more paranoid than ever! And he’ll be my personal headache. Because who else could stop him running amok? But he’s worth it. Isn’t he?”

      “Yes.” His grandsire was magnificent, his potential incalculable for bullet-proofing humanity against the worst space could offer. Did he have further doubts? Floki still wasn’t sure. “Why won’t you let us turn him on again here? Just for a few microseconds?”

      The admiral was slow to answer this time. “You know the rational reasons. But I have an irrational one, too. Don’t repeat this to Cope or Remi, please.” They spoke on a private comm line, the engineer not invited to participate. “I believe Loki has a soul. Like Sass has a soul that got mislaid for a time. You as well. I don’t know what happens to that soul if two copies of him exist simultaneously, like what happened to Sass. Whether we’d risk his soul getting caught in limbo. And bringing Loki to Pono without his soul – that worries me.”

      “What is a digital soul?” Floki wondered.

      “I don’t even know what a human soul is,” Ben admitted. “You tell me. But that’s it. You now know my full set of reasons. Can you approve the archive?”

      “Yes,” Floki decided. “And sar? I apologize if I was rude.”

      “Not at all. Thank you, crewman. And never hesitate to ask. You have a unique perspective, of great value. Besides, I like you a lot. Especially your neck hugs.”

      Floki’s beak curved into a smile. “Even if I don’t give you emu grandchildren?”

      Ben laughed aloud again. “Maybe even if you do! I shall abide the challenge. No promises on my husband. But damn, the look on his face would be priceless!” Still chuckling, he signed off.

      Floki approved the backup. And all the way back to Merchant, he stood up to Loki’s paranoid, hysterical, freaked-out queries with steely but kind resolve, soothing his fears. While Remi and Wilder kept Nico off his back.

      When he finally cut the link with Loki, his beak curved into a silent smile. He was proud of himself for accomplishing his mission. And Admiral Acosta valued his role.

      But more, he pictured Ben and Cope accepting emu grandchildren into the brood. Maybe he should iron things out with Nico after all. To become co-parents, if not lovers. What would his own first months have been like, with grandparents, aunt and uncles to spoil him? They’d second-guess Nico about everything.
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      At last the time had come for the migration of the Great Cookie, Loki’s transit to Pono orbit. Only a few weeks late and millions over budget. Ben acknowledged how grossly he’d underestimated this job.

      Then again, he was inclined to wing it with a 97% chance of success, not hold out for 99.99%. The Sags ought to cover half of the eye-watering bill. He glanced ruefully to the pilot seat on his bridge, occupied by a pressure-suited Lavelle. They skipped the helmets and finger-frustrating gauntlets, but kept them close at hand.

      If the worst that happened today was a Sag sitting in his chair, he’d be astonished. The twenty minute mark pinged. “Comfy?”

      “Oui! Do you sell these seats? I like it very much!” He wriggled his butt suggestively in Ben’s chair.

      The novice admiral forced himself to ignore the antics. He punched up the control channel, and brought in his principals. One by one, he confirmed they had no further questions, and were ready to go. Floki took the prize for adorable, looking grim in his assigned lead role in pacifying the patient.

      Ben had barred his sentient passenger from direct comms with the bridge.

      “I don’t suppose there’s any way to sedate Loki?” he asked wistfully.

      Floki shook his beak.

      “I had a thought,” Ben suggested. “Our records of objects in Pono orbit is…incomplete. But large.” Lavelle snorted amusement beside him. Ben’s lip quirked in agreement. We couldn’t tell you how many rocks are bigger than a rego bus. Or even a head count of the moons. “Maybe Loki could chew on probabilities of what his neighborhood will look like. You know, run projections.”

      Floki nodded solemnly. “I’ll suggest the project to him. You’re not sure where he’ll insert?”

      Ben nodded. “When we know our radius and speed, we’ll know his orbit. Sort of. In less than half an hour, we shall find out.”

      No one else admitted any last minute crises of faith. Clay looked the most nervous, on the helm of Thrive One. Sass, seated in her office near Clay to remote control Loki’s unmanned ships on the cookie, shot Ben a sunny smile. Lavelle’s second at Gossamer’s helm, Martin, appeared taciturn as ever, his engineer Noel Fraser downright eager. Remi, in overall command of the engineering mission, looked almost as green as Clay, especially nervous because Cope refused the role. Cope would handle Merchant’s grav grapples and ship engineering instead. “I have every confidence in you, Remi.”

      The engineer nodded slowly. “In you as well, captain.”

      “Admiral today.”

      “I know who you are. Just don’t drive crazy.”

      “Hey!” Lavelle interrupted. “I drive!”

      “Merde,” Remi acknowledged with a sneer. The reject pair of aristocrats practiced their rudeness on each other nonstop. Ben just might get used to Sag manners someday, until his next infuriating run-in with their bureaucracy.

      Lavelle told Judge to secure pressure hatches, while Ben ran up the engine and brought the warp to standby.

      Time. He flicked the switch. Immense whorls of the warp gateway bloomed before him in their ethereal glory. Lavelle crossed himself beside him. Ben couldn’t blame him. Even after all these jumps, he still felt the awe. He’d never opened the gateway so close to any object but a starship before. Merchant stood only three kilometers off the Great Cookie of Loki’s stone suitcase. Yet tendrils of multicolored light frolicked between them.

      The instant the pattern stabilized, Ben translated Gossamer, then Thrive One through to Pono’s rings, vanished in a split second apiece. Then he targeted the cookie itself. With such a massive target, Teke believed this would take time. The engineers vetoed a full-scale dry run. They should try this only once. Twice if Ben ran out of time to push through the smaller fuel depot rock.

      As the gateway grabbed hold, Ben felt a familiar tingling in his fingers and toes, with a sweet tinkle of bells and a whiff of Schuyler donuts and a swirl of mushroom-floral sari silks. But this time the false sensations persisted, intensified, instead of a fleeting disorientation. A keening built. Only gradually did he realize it was Lavelle beside him, who stared at his fingers in horror.

      Ben followed the man’s eyes to those fingers, a blur like time-lapse photography of them moving several centimeters. Well, that’s going to make life difficult. He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry, and studiously avoided inspecting his own hands. He was now the only person on his ship familiar with working during the sensory hallucinations of a gateway gone fuzzy.

      “Cope, I need more power to the engines. Everything you can give me.” Their current level 8.1 was the max he dared from the bridge. Anything higher required the ship’s engineer to keep a weather eye on the fuel and the drive signature.

      “Aye, cap. Is this –?”

      “You’re fine, Cope.” He switched channel to Judge. “Please advise all crew that hallucinations are normal. Close your eyes and focus on breathing. Have you heard from Sass yet?”

      “Aye, sar. No, sar. On Sass.”

      Lavelle’s keening gave way to whimpers. Ben didn’t repeat his advice. He suspected some people struggled to accepted butterflies flapping on their fingers. He took over the helm for the moment, and tried easing the ship backward from the cookie, while holding the gateway focus constant on its target. The faintest flicker on his gateway tell-tale persuaded him to abandon that agenda. If they were drawn through the gateway with the rock, so be it. But even the mere kilometer of extra separation he’d gained felt much better.

      Or maybe he was just growing used to seeing his control panel through a flounce of fabric. Irritatingly, his visual on the cookie started to show signs of time-lapse smudge as well. Or no. Maybe that was something real.
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        * * *

      

      Sass fidgeted with her fingers, eyes on the gateway spangled across Pono’s rings before her. Her ship spun, as Clay or the AI targeted rock threats. But the computer compensated to provide a fairly steady view of her charge, the asteroid due to materialize just after her.

      But was it her imagination, or was the fractal flower growing slightly smaller? “Clay, Martin, Sass. Maintain constant range to the gateway. Is our velocity diverging?”

      “Compensating,” Martin acknowledged.

      “Yes,” Clay added, “the gateway…did not accelerate. But now its velocity is 10.31. We came through at 10.14 klick per sec.”

      “Interesting.” Sass ran a quick calculation. Its velocity dictated the radius out from Pono at which the new object would orbit. They were at the right distance for the speed Thrive materialized. But, yes, they were a little far out for Hanging Tree’s stable distance. If the Great Cookie emerged at the same speed as the gateway, their location was forty thousand klicks off. That was a lot more moving than they’d hoped, but not beyond the range of scenarios they’d considered.

      She glanced back at the gateway, and narrowed her eyes. “Computer, magnify plus ten at my touch.” She tapped a region near the center of the fractal, a lower-density gap in the fronds like the eye of a hurricane. But now a new haze took form, oblong. She searched it eagerly, and yes! She spotted the thumbprint on the cookie in silhouette.

      She reached for the ansible. “Judge, Sass. Tell Ben I see the ghost of the cookie.” She reeled off their arrival velocity, plus the new speed at which the cookie was materializing. “Matching velocity. No signal yet to the cookie ships.”

      This didn’t actually involve telling Ben anything. Judge manned the ansible in the office on Merchant, but had everything on speaker so that she and Ben could speak in real time like any other channel. He replied, “Good to hear. Stay on it. Let me know any changes. Do not, repeat not, initiate remote control until I release.”

      “Aye, Ben,” Sass acknowledged. She steepled her fingers and peered closer. Ever so slowly, the new object grew more distinct. She caught the faintest glimmer of something else, but not materializing slowly like the cookie.

      “Thrive, Gossamer,” Martin’s voice broke in. “We are at wrong velocity for this radius band. We’re gaining on rocks. Engineering demands we set up interdiction now.”

      They hadn’t planned to do that until the translation completed. But Sass realized this made sense.

      “Proceeding,” Clay acknowledged.

      “Fraser, Sass,” she cut in, after their current captains were done. “Does that mean you fly the interdiction array while I fly the cookie?” The six outer gun platforms would define a cubic cage around the six inner ships she’d use to steer the asteroid.

      The Sag engineer laughed. “Bet I can turn faster than you.”

      “No contest.” This should be fun. She notified Ben of the change in plans.
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      Cope shared the engineering podium with Remi by Merchant’s great cargo doors in the hold. Not that John Copeland noticed his surroundings. He tenderly coaxed the star drive up to 8.3, watching the flame of its signature reshape. A faint warble in the pattern caused him to hold his breath momentarily. But the turbulence cleared with the next miniscule increase in power. He sighed in relief.

      Leaving those displays open, he flipped in a new one describing the ‘shape’ of the gateway. This rendition bore no relation to the fractal beauty of the thing, but rather its focus in six dimensions. Since a 2d screen couldn’t portray six dimensions, nor the human mind comprehend it, this was drawn as an asterisk with a blob in the middle. His goal was to keep that blob pinned on the cross point without too much amoeba-like protuberance out the arms. Dimension 5 crept outward. He nudged it the tiniest bit, and the appendage receded. Good. Leeway.

      “Ben, Cope. Ready to increase power to gateway if you want it.”

      “I want. You do it.”

      “Applying now…done. Gateway looked stable from here.” A singing choir burst through his focus into consciousness, however. His fingers were losing focus, too. “Experiencing hallucinations.”

      “Keep your focus, Cope,” Ben replied. “I know you can.”

      Indeed, it was probably Cope’s finest skill. A sheen of sweat broke on his brow from the strain. He almost, but not quite, recognized the choir’s melody. Remi beside him perched on the station stool, head down on folded arms.

      A horrible thought struck him. “Are you hallucinating, buddy?” And who’s driving the ship?

      “Can’t talk, the dinosaur strip-tease is starting! Ben out.”

      “Ha. Ha. Not funny.” Especially because it made the engineer picture a naked dinosaur with all its…parts.

      He glanced down at the flame image of the drive signature. It started to hula dance.

      Now that wasn’t real. If the star drive did that, Merchant would puff into a golden ball of luminous dust and become one with the cosmic rays. The burst of rationality steadied him. Fuel.

      “Joey, Cope. Are you tracking?” No response.

      Eyeing Remi uneasily, Cope decided he didn’t trust anybody to handle fueling for him. He unlatched from the podium and jogged to the engine room across a floor which slowly breathed like his husband’s chest in a deep slumber, his boots jarring hard on the inhales. Just a few more pallets into the hopper to feed the outrageous increase in engine output. Then he’d hoof it back. He might be the only one left manning engineering. Sure enough, when he opened the door, he saw Joey draped on a hydroponic rig of cucumber vines, which lovingly molested him with their fruit.

      Not real. Fuel.
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        * * *

      

      Floki felt perfectly fine. But Hugo seemed to be talking awfully fast. As usual, the AI team convened in the galley. Tikki joined them because he allowed no one to mess his galley behind his back. Computer nerds consumed snacks voraciously. And ate them as though someone would steal them if they didn’t eat fast enough, judging by the frenetic pace of popcorn crossing Nico’s lips.

      On the wall screen, Loki’s image grew partially transparent. His physical dimension that was – the Great Cookie. Floki saw a bright nebula shine through a thinner section. “Grandfather, how are you feeling?” He didn’t speak aloud of course.

      No response.

      Floki checked his remote tell-tales of the sentient being’s vast processors. But the readings made no sense. Loki’s sky drives read normal power levels – but no output. He found the clock thread, a comforting heartbeat, whose eternal task was to add one to a counter every nanosecond. The process was active. But Loki’s clock was falling behind Floki’s.

      “Captain, Floki,” he hailed the bridge. “Loki is offline.” He fed his words into his vocal synthesizer normally, but they spat out at a high-pitched chipmunk speed, and he blinked.

      Ben squeaked back instantly. “Good-maybe-stasis-how-are-you?”

      “I feel fine,” Floki reported. But Nico rose and walked to Tikki’s counter almost instantaneously. The shiny cooler door flashed, a glass was in his hand, and he sat, all seemingly in a half second. While Floki’s attention was diverted, Hugo leaned back. His head now lolled as he gazed at the overhead. “Maybe running slow.”
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        * * *

      

      “Floki?” Nico asked in concern. “Hugo?” His head whiplashed back to check on Tikki. The housekeeper tottered a few steps, and abruptly sat on the kitchen floor, disappearing behind the serving island.

      He’d compared weird sensations with the other guys. He’d exaggerated his, because theirs seemed so much more vivid. Now the edges of his vision swam, and the lights seemed to throb in time with his heartbeat. And he smelled his sister cooking broccoli in the deep fryer, a memorable stench. Other than that, his hallucinations didn’t much trouble him.

      But Floki, who reported no hallucinations at all, sat frozen, eyes mid-blink, head canted on his sensuously curved neck. Why is his neck turning me on? He shook himself out of that and darted around the table. He reached the bird’s access panel and opened it. Battery level fine, power on, processing light – solid on. That one was supposed to blink, fast for a major processing load, slowly for normal operation, but never constant on. He stood slowly and reached for Hugo’s pulse. The man didn’t rouse, but his breath rose and fell normally. His heart beat slower than Nico’s.

      He accessed his comms. “Ben – Cap – Admiral,” he stammered, “It’s Nico. Everyone in the galley except me is disabled. Including Floki. He’s offline.”

      “Floki reported Loki offline first,” Ben acknowledged. “How are you?”

      “I’m OK. Wait. You’re not hallucinating too, are you?” Who’s driving the ship?

      “Hell yeah. Report to the bridge, crewman.”
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      Ben dearly wished he knew how long this hell had gone on. The Great Cookie appeared about halfway transparent now. That much was good. Less pleasing was how all the glowing letters and numbers on his display now merged into solid rectangles of light. The gateway would only persist half an hour. But he couldn’t tell what time it was.

      For that matter, did he even trust that the asteroid was half gone? The past and future coalesced into one. Nico’s call mercifully interrupted a visitation from his mother. Her strawberry blond hair shone so brightly in the mid-week light, the shade that mingled with his father’s typical black hair to produce Ben’s tawny brown waves. He’d love to speak to her now, as an adult, to the young and vibrant mom he couldn’t recall. Unfortunately she spoke to her contemporary Benjy, encouraging him at mastering the potty.

      As he disconnected with Nico, Ben flashed on a vicious fight with Cope that never happened. He didn’t catch the details, merely tasted a vast and bitter regret.

      Next a trio of doll-sized emus trotted onto the dashboard before him. The third was a girl. She tripped awkwardly over her own feet, decked out in a tawdry necklace only Frazzie could love. Not that Frazzie thought such jewelry was pretty, either. She just squealed in delight at how perfectly horrid and vulgar it was.

      “Granddad-B?” the girl emu asked.

      The sudden visualization of grandchildren-emus sorely tempted him. But no. “I’m sorry, sweetling, but you aren’t now. Granddad is busy.” His hand swept them off his flight instruments. The smear of their passage slowly faded. Did the Cookie fade, too? Maybe a new galaxy shone through, and a passing asteroid. And the baby quit crying. Except maybe that was Judge. Yeah, the voice was too low for a baby.

      This experience was giving him wicked flashbacks to that very bad, dreadful, no-good day over the Denali equator. Was that weeks ago? Months? Decades? Helpless in a dead ship.

      Wait. This ship wasn’t powerless. Voice interface! The inspiration was like manna from heaven. You can’t fly a ship by voice command. Oh, yeah? Watch me! “Computer! Time elapsed since gateway stabilized?”

      “Thirteen minutes.”

      This was good. If the Great Cookie was half-gone. “Computer, is the asteroid half gone?”

      “I do not understand the question.”

      “Computer, construct an image in memory. Take a picture of the current gateway target asteroid. Superimpose that on a picture of space in this vicinity. Adjust transparency on asteroid image until it approximates current view. What transparency level is that?”

      “Approximately seventy percent.”

      Ben yelled, “Thank you, computer, I love you!”

      The door hissed open behind him. “Uh, Dad?”

      “Yes, bless you, Nico.” Ben rose and unclamped Lavelle from the pilot’s seat by feel. Watching his hands made him woozy. With his son’s help, they seated the Sag on the floor, head propped in the back corner.

      “Sit!” Ben demanded of Nico. “Can you see numbers on that control panel?”

      “Of course I –”

      “Splendid!” Hanging over Nico’s shoulder, he pulled up the navigation computer interface and centered it before the lad. This required no visual acuity at all. His hands learned to do it years ago. Looking at the panel would only slow Ben down and make him screw up. He tapped for a list of his recent presets. “Choose ‘depot’ from this list.”

      “Why aren’t –”

      “Shut up and do as you’re told.”

      “Aye, cap.” Nico selected the preset.

      “Your daughter is adorable.” Ben swatted his son’s hand away, and typed in a sequence to rotate the ship toward the factory asteroid, accelerate linearly, ping, then begin decelerating. The pilot coded variations on this sequence every day in space. At a quarter of the way from turnover to the depot rock, ping twice. That’s when he’d grab hold and cast the fuel depot into the gateway’s maw. And upon completion of the deceleration schedule, turn to face back toward the gateway. And urgent-ping. He finished with the keystroke combo to calculate elapsed time. And he named it ‘Nico Slide.’

      “What does it say?”

      Nico read, “Two colon five three. Is that minutes and seconds?”

      “Yes. Now read that program to me. What does it do?” Ben could practically read such a trivial navigation sequence at a glance. Nico was unfamiliar with the concepts, but he read code just fine. Ben had entered one wrong numeral, easily corrected, and the Nico Slide program was good to go.

      “Dad, the computer could read this for you.”

      “Dad isn’t here. Dad is in a padded room somewhere cackling hysterically. My name is admiral. Or commodore. Commandant? Haven’t decided. Commodore sounds too much like comms if you shorten it. You can still call me cap. He who rules a ship is always called captain, right? Your face really looked better in chocolate. The purple looks like Kali.”

      “Uh, maybe I should –”

      “What, take over the ship? Try it and I’ll put my fist though that plum between your eyes. I am in control.”

      “Aye, cap,” Nico gritted out.

      “Computer, how transparent is the Great Cookie?”

      “I don’t understand the question.”

      “Computer, refer to recent image manipulation. Like that. And give me the elapsed time.” His query required several more revisions, but she finally divulged they were now at minute 19.

      Ben groaned. “Computer, monitor transparency. Update me every minute. Nico, you can use the ansible, right? Of course you can. That’s how you call Cope to rat me out. Go to the office and ask Sass for her status. Do it aloud with open comms to me. Go!”

      “But dad – admiral –”

      Ben barked at him. “Go!”

      The kid scrambled out. Good. Now how would he execute program Nico Slide? Oh, yeah, the computer could execute that by name. He never did it that way. But he could.

      Ben blinked. The symbols on the control panel before him remained blurry, but the symbols didn’t merge into solid rectangles anymore. For instance, a ‘6’ could be a ‘b’, but certainly not an ‘8’. He raised his gaze to the Cookie in the sky.

      “Transparency approximately eight percent,” the computer intoned, echoing his own impression.

      Good, senses clearing. That helped. He focused on the gateway timer, and slid across to his gunner’s seat, where he’d intended to fly this day. He ignored the blur of arguable seconds, but was certain of 22 minutes. If the mass scaled linearly, he was already too late. But that wasn’t what Teke expected.

      “Teke! Ben. Are you tracking? Mentally.”

      “Uh, yeah. Getting better. What a trip!”

      “Word problem. It takes approximately 23 minutes to transfer the Great Cookie. Time to transit fuel depot rock. Linear extrapolation on mass?”

      “No, not at all. Give me a minute.”

      “Don’t have a minute.”

      “Speaking loosely,” Teke growled back. “Roughly four minutes. Ben, you can’t make it.”

      Ben thanked all greater and lesser stars in the cosmos that he spoke to a man capable of reading the instruments for himself and ascertaining context in a flash. “Are you sure? I have to abort on the –?”

      The ship AI chimed in. “Minute 23 elapsed. Cookie at 2 percent.”

      “Computer, execute nav program Nico Slide.” Ben could now see the control panel clearly enough to compensate for their movement away from the gateway. “Cope, report engine status to complete second asteroid transfer.”

      “Not worth it, Ben!” Teke yelled at him. “You still need to get Merchant through! We can come back for the depot!”

      In welcome counterpoint, Cope murmured quietly. “Engine ready. Awaiting orders,”

      His husband’s calm obedience to command steadied Ben. But more, he felt an inexplicable flood of relief. He and Cope were OK. He sat at the point of choice for a future with him or without him. I need to transfer the depot now. His conviction drew on no logic, no rational explanation, merely dead certainty. If he did not transit the second rock now, their marriage would fail, and kill any future for the Colony Corps.

      “Engine ready for what?” Remi inquired. That was the first Ben had heard from him in…23 minutes now. His transit light blinked out. The Great Cookie was through. His fingers flew to refocus the gateway on its second location. Normally they moved the ships toward the gateway – counter-indicated in the case of a bulky asteroid.

      He watched its progress with bated breath. Please don’t collapse early because I moved you. But the enormous glowing pattern sailed gracefully toward his second rock.

      “Dad! Cap!” Nico’s voice broke in. “Sass reports remote control is established!”

      Bingo. Ben’s final ingredient fell into place. He barely bothered to grimace at the fact Nico forgot to put her on speaker to save time.

      “Um, I forgot to put it on –”

      Stilled and waiting, finger poised over another button, Ben wasn’t listening. Come on, come on…

      “Cope, you’ve got to stop him!” Teke argued.

      His husband answered softly, “Only one person is in command at a time. Ben’s turn.”

      Oh, I love you! But not enough to get sappy on the command channel. The double-ping he’d been waiting for sounded. He mashed the button to grab hold and initiate transit of his second rock through the gateway.

      And all the lovely hallucinogenic effects returned with a vengeance. “Too late, Teke.” Ben cut the physicist out of the comms channel. “Try to focus through this one, Remi. When it’s over, you’ll be on. Review your steps. Sass reported control established over the cookie on the other side. How could that go wrong.”

      “Yes, I think better this time,” Remi reported. “Cope, you’re ready to establish grapples on the depot the instant we’re through, yes?”

      “Grapples standing by,” Cope agreed.

      Ben wondered if Cope’s hallucinations too included a vicious breakup. I hope not. I wish never to cause you such pain. “Computer, report transparency and time elapsed on depot rock every 20 seconds.”

      The asteroid vanished quicker than the last one, as promised. Ben calculated it out. For whatever reason, his numerals glowed this time with aching crystal clarity instead of blur, the 8’s so pure and pristine they invited tears. Ben just let himself cry in appreciation. Fighting the emotional weather was counter-productive. Just ride it.

      The ship, and gateway, completed the Nico Slide, with the piercing beauty of the urgent tone. Not that Ben needed reminding that his situation was urgent. He sat just past minute 26. Transit during the final minute of the gateway’s lifespan, just before it collapsed, would doubtless provide insanity round three, in Ben’s experience. They said it lasted 28 minutes, because after that it grew unstable.

      The computer reported them beyond the depot rock’s halfway point. It now existed more there than here. Less than two minutes remained. He considered kicking Lavelle awake. But he might fly better if he stayed unconscious through the psychic dislocations. “Crewman Nico, return to bridge.”

      “But Sass –”

      “Can reach us by tightbeam once we’re through.”

      Cope chimed in, “Crewman Nico, do not use the word ‘but’ again. Obey orders.”

      “Yes, dad. Aye, chief. On my way.”

      Ben reflected that there was a terrible loneliness in being self-aware of one’s own insanity, while driving a ship where everyone else was simply crazed by it. Not everyone. “Cope, you’re sane!”

      “It’s a struggle,” his husband admitted. “You’re higher functioning than I am. You’re OK, buddy. You got this.”

      “Thank you,” Ben breathed. “Love you.” Why not? It wasn’t as though any other brain on the channel was functioning, except their son.

      The door behind him hissed open.

      “Nico! The moment we’re through the gateway, I need Lavelle alert and in the driver’s seat. Don’t wake him until that moment. Understand, crewman?”

      “Understand, no, but I’ll do it.” Nico hunkered down by the Sag’s feet, fingers splayed to the floor for balance.

      Ben shoved his son out of mind again as the computer reported the rock near 10% transparency, a ghost across the panoply of Sanctuary’s stars before him. Teke must have rounded up. They’d have seconds to spare. I may never pass this way again. The thought crystallized into certainty.

      “Good riddance.” He flipped the Sanctuary system the bird.

      “What?”

      “Wait for Merchant transit, crewman.”

      The transiting light blinked off – the depot rock was gone. Ben immediately turned the gateway’s loving attention onto Merchant itself.

      And yes indeed, the gate’s integrity had begun to collapse. Ben hated those transits. He cringed through a crawling sensation of flattening into one of those Denali origami papers. He become two-dimensional and then folded into a lucky crane shape. To bugles.

      Why the rego hell bugles? The admiral mentally shrieked at the universe for its fundamental intransigence in presenting irrelevant perception! Bugles!

      And suddenly he was through. The bugles shut up. The clamoring distractions hovering in his peripheral vision went poof. His consciousness didn’t expand so much as it was suddenly less crowded in his head. He breathed deeply in intense relief.

      And seventeen incoming projectile asteroids, assorted sizes, presented themselves on his display for the gunner’s immediate attention.

      That would be me.
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      The incoming seventeen rocks on a collision course volunteered for Ben’s undivided and immediate attention. He couldn’t let the auto-guns take them because they dodged and darted and spun the ship. Ben rapidly rotated the ship to present its tender underbelly to the depot rock, and locked that orientation. To buy himself time, he used his right hand to target and obliterate the leading four problem projectiles.

      “Mr. Copeland. Velocity matched and orientation locked. Deploy grapples. Counting on you, buddy.”

      “Aye, cap, extending grapples.”

      Technically, it should have been Lavelle giving that order to Remi, but he estimated they needed a moment to get their brains online. Behind him, Nico shrugged his own mental processes into gear and roused Lavelle.

      Firing with two hands now, Ben finished destroying the flurry of nuisances. That accomplished, he set the firing AI to take over, but forbid it helm control. It was wildly less effective that way, but that was supposed to be Lavelle’s problem. The old pirate slid into the comfy chair with a mumbled apology.

      Ben didn’t acknowledge it. “Your ship, Lavelle. Guns fixed auto, helm manual.” He watched the other man carefully as he cracked his fingers and studied the status board. “Welcome home.”

      Lavelle finally nodded a few precious seconds later, through which Ben sat chafing and fired at another rock. “Got it. I have the helm.”

      Good. Because Ben was a couple minutes late taking up what he was supposed to do immediately upon entry.

      Fortunately, Remi’s mind cleared faster than Lavelle’s. “Ben, Remi. We’re out of position. Request course correction plan.”

      With ship and rock in capable hands, the admiral bent to his calculations. Yes, they were all flying too fast for this distance from Pono. Which left them a choice of slowing a massive asteroid, or translating it inward. This might seem to be six of one, half dozen of the other. But it wasn’t, because tiny nudges to vector could point the rocks inward and let their own momentum do the deed. Granted it might take a month to settle into a stable orbit. Or…no. A few days.

      “Remi, Ben. On simplest solution, we do not rendezvous Cookie before destination. Does this work for you? Or do you need Merchant to assist Thrive and Gossamer?”

      “Request you ask them. I got issues.”

      “Sass, this is Ben. Did you read?” He could ask Clay and Martin, too, but Sass had the big picture role on flying Loki and the Great Cookie.

      “I – I’m busy,” she replied.

      “Understood.” Ben asked no more questions, and attempted to use his own instrumentation to gauge the quality of their control. They had an interdiction cage up, which was outstanding. Their asteroid-on-a-leash slowly rotated. He guessed they were currently attempting to cancel that roll. He commed Clay direct to verify what he was seeing. Clay confirmed.

      “Cope, how is the grapple? Do you think we could add about one degree of vector?”

      “Maybe if we added point oh one per hour. Go much faster and it’ll spin and break our grip. I’ll calculate it.”

      “Thank you, I need that number.”

      They were two distinct problems, adding vector to his depot rock, versus Sass’s team adding vector to the Great Cookie. Aside from their rotation problem – possibly self-inflicted – they’d have a far easier time nudging with eight ships than he’d have with a single ship relying on grapples. To pass the time, he considered a flock of solutions with assorted trade-offs.

      “Ben? Degrees point oh three one vector per hour,” Cope replied. “Gives us enough safety margin so we don’t destroy the grapples.”

      “Great job, chief.” That variable nailed down, he considered the far smaller set of solutions it made available. They all worked. So he pulled up the orbits of Sioux, Sagamore, Hell’s Bells, Mahina, and Goa, an intervening methane moon. The new rock didn’t have enough mass to impact any of their orbits – he double-checked that point. But a slower insertion resulted in an interesting pattern. Like Sagamore and Mahina themselves, the Great Cookie – in its resting guise as Hanging Tree – would align with one, then the other, about once a month. His other solutions provided rather less pleasing alignment schedules.

      “Remi, course selected. Beaming it to you.”

      “Checking,” Remi acknowledged. “Working another problem.”

      “Ready when you are,” Ben agreed. He sighed and studied Sass’s progress with that pesky spin. She’d slowed it in one axis but added a yaw in another for a nasty wobble. He brought up the simulator they’d used to train themselves, before the decision for Sass to take the job. “Sass, Ben. Request you echo Cookie control instructions to me by tight-beam.”

      “Don’t you fly my cookie, Ben.” She sent the new tightbeam anyway.

      He snickered. “Just thought maybe I’d see where the simulator and reality diverge while you’re occupied.”

      “God, yes. Please!”

      He fed in her beamed instructions and observed the simulator’s reactions, versus the asteroid’s. He watched intently until he spotted what might be the problem. “Nico, you’re still here.”

      “Aye, sar.”

      Ben rewound the observation and simulation a minute, then played it for Nico at quarter speed. “I think what’s happening is an assumption of equal density throughout the rock. But that’s wrong. The surface of the cookie is riddled with corridors and chambers. But the core is solid rock. Could that explain this discrepancy?”

      Nico frowned. “Do you have the densities and the depths?”

      Ben found and supplied their seismic observation schematics, with Remi’s estimates on density.

      “Give me a few minutes,” Nico requested.

      “You have time,” Ben deadpanned. “Sass won’t succeed at this rate.” He updated Remi and Sass on his plan while he waited. “I don’t think you can compensate by eye, Sass. We need your software fixed.”

      “Please!” Her voice betrayed her strain.

      “You’re doing great, Sass. We’ll get you a better tool.”

      While he waited, Ben checked in with Martin, whom he hadn’t spoken to yet. The Sag first mate claimed his only problem was boredom. Steering the cube corners of interdiction wasn’t much of a challenge. “That’s how we like it, Martin! Nice and easy. Hopefully we’ll join you in the mess hall soon for drinks. Let slow inexorable processes run their course.”

      “Can’t wait. Need a nap. That gateway transit is disorienting, huh?”

      Ben barked a laugh. “You have no idea. Oh! Excuse me, I have a task.” Nico had unfolded from the floor, bearing his tablet as a gift.

      “Happy you. Martin out.”

      Nico stammered, “So, I don’t know how accurate –”

      “We try it,” Ben cut him off. He fed the new program with Sass’s ongoing commands, running in parallel to the Nico’s previous program on the viewscreen, with a view of the traveling cookie beside them. Half a minute was more than enough to see the difference.

      “Sass, I’m sending you a new simulator. Much improved! Crewman Nico did us proud.”

      “He takes after his dads!”

      Ben batted his eyelashes at Nico. The young man cringed backward. Lavelle chuckled, and quipped, “Not so much in personality.”

      “No,” Ben agreed. “Awful proud of you, though, crewman. Even if you are weird.”

      “But that’s how I’m most like you,” Nico argued. “Weird. Like why could you and Dad and me function through that transit weirdness, when no one else could?”

      “Good question.” Ben hadn’t noticed anyone else who functioned as well as he did. Cope and Nico even seemed more rational than himself when in the throes of the multidimensional sensory onslaught. However the team was not yet nudging toward their happy destination. “Bad time.” He handed the tablet back.

      “Aye, sar. Permission to check on Floki?”

      “Denied. Waiting on Sass to verify her problem is solved. In fact…” Ben switched comm channel. “Tikki, Ben. Please prevent anyone from rousing Floki until Nico returns.”

      “Aye, sar.” The housekeeper’s drawn-out tones suggested he found this advice dubious.

      Ben added, “If he rouses naturally, that’s fine. But ask him to wait on contacting Loki.”

      “Aye, sar.” The second acknowledgment sounded willing enough, and Ben signed off.

      “I don’t understand, sar,” Nico whined.

      “Crewman, I devoutly wish you’d hold your questions until I get that rock, and the other one, pointed where they’re going. Keep a rego-damned list! Ask me later.”

      “Aye, sar. Sorry, sar.”

      Ben turned back to studying his pair of hurtling rocks. Cope seemed to have their depot rock well in hand. The continual power drain off the engines, still running hot, suggested he was already applying the tiny increments of vector that would bring it home – in a mere two days by Ben’s latest solution, assuming the Great Cookie could also meet that rendezvous.

      This was not yet established. Sass made headway on fixing her wobble, but the asteroid still rotated on two axes. “Sass, Ben. Is your control up to snuff yet? Or do we need a second revision to the program?”

      She took her time replying. “A second pass couldn’t hurt.”

      “Nico, you’re on.”

      The youth leaned over his shoulder to observe again, the remaining variance between expected performance and actual results. “Maybe the densities I used are wrong?”

      Ben corrected him. “On this pass, I expect you’ll apply a fudge factor.”

      Nico clearly tried to get his brain around that request, and failed. “I don’t know how to do that.”

      “Thank you, crewman. Stay here, I’ll need you to code it.” Working together, Ben characterized the remaining problems until Nico could code him a couple parameters to adjust. Ben played with the new settings until he was sure the new software worked better than the old. Then he sent it off to Sass and talked her through how she could self-serve via the new adjustments.

      In five more minutes, at last the cookie settled into the proper rotation for the rest of its happy life in Pono orbit, occupied face toward the Jovian planet.

      “Ben, Remi. Is very nice, but you point it the wrong way. The problem I work is radiation.”

      “Ouch!” Ben acknowledged. “Will correct orientation. Ah, is radiation a serious concern?”

      “We are concerned that Loki’s nano-circuitry is too sensitive for Pono space. Solutions exist. Evaluating options. Before we kill our package. Very busy.”

      Rego hell! To have gone through all this, and end up killing Loki in the final stretch? Ben gulped. He modulated his voice oh-so-carefully. “I have every confidence in you, Mr. Roy.”

      The engineer snorted and cut the comm. Ben sheepishly asked Sass to flip the cookie to present its stone backside to the constant gale of radiation kicked out by Pono. He sure hoped the engineering team had considered this horrific hiccup during their planning sessions. This was the first he’d heard of it.

      He trusted Remi would let him know. He turned to Nico. “Well done, crewman. Excellent work! Now you may wake Floki. But I ask that he does not contact Loki yet. If our passenger is offline, he’s better off staying that way.”

      “Would you rather Floki stay offline too?” Nico asked unhappily.

      “Floki is a member of this crew. He is safe inside the ship. If I were him, I would very much resent being kept offline. So we wake him. Loki’s situation is not equivalent. Yet. We are working a problem. Understood?”

      “Aye, sar.”

      Ben turned to his other companion. “How’s your life going, Lavelle?”

      “Lovely sailing weather today, Ben. Enjoying the floor show.”

      Ben chuckled appreciation. “Glad somebody’s happy.” The Great Traveling Cookie, soon to become the central node of Hanging Tree platform, finally rested pointing the other way. Sass did better with those new fine-adjust tools than he expected.

      Sure enough, she hailed him. “Ben, cookie team reports success. Just finished applying your delta-v. I expect to reach rendezvous in just under five hours.”

      “Bon voyage!” Ben added her whole command gang into the comms circuit. “Fantastic work, team! Congratulations, and thank you! I’d offer to join you for drinks, but we’re running a couple days behind you.”

      “No need,” Fraser piped up, their civil engineering guru from Hell’s Bells. “While we’re still in proximity, we could bring our ships to your rock. Save wear and tear on your grapples.”

      Ben’s face widened into a grin. “I like the way you think, Fraser! Stand by.”
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      The next day, standing in the asteroid again with Remi felt like old home week to Ben. He tagged along as the engineer performed his final measurements in a giant drum-shaped chamber, its helix of processors coiling to six stories above. An army of spider robots hung suspended around them. Nothing issued them orders yet. The entire control disk of Hanging Tree waited offline pending final bullet-proofing adjustments.

      By heartfelt mutual consent, the duo went nowhere in this rock without work floodlights. Ben’s view was great. The newest space platform of Pono felt like a giant theater stage, audience waiting breathlessly for the premiere of the drama.

      The crowd whispers in suspense. Did they fry their golden goose, their genie in a rock bottle, their frenemy, the digital sentient Loki, before they rigged his radiation safeguards?

      “I drastically underestimated this job,” Ben mused. “Sorry.”

      Remi handed off the latest drill for him to put away in the toolbox. “And that is the difference between an amateur engineer and a professional. Ben, there was no estimate until two days ago. As engineers, we are pleased only after the moment of truth. This ‘moment’ typically takes hours.” He patched in Cope. “Comms check?”

      Ben’s husband led the team that built the new comms arrays, triply redundant for conditions in the Pono rings. These days, every ship and skiff and platform in the rings used his protocols, on Spaceways equipment. The system relied on a brute-force approach to compensate for radio scatter through the asteroid disk, plus powered satellites just north of the rings for long distance relay. Every transmission beamed out in triplicate from as widely spaced a footprint as feasible. The signal was recomposed in hardware, with automatic repeat requests and queuing until the data packets passed integrity checks. Sometimes this worked well enough to support static-filled real-time video with light-speed time lags. More often, people texted with attachments.

      Remi’s job was the radiation bulletproofing that would permit Loki’s exquisitely fine circuits to operate in safety. It remained to be seen how much data damage had accrued in the scant minutes he faced vast Pono unprotected from the particle winds.

      Cope replied, “All comms correct and complete. Gossamer laid the overhead satellite a couple hours ago on its way home. I’ve spoken by video to Abel on Mahina, plus HB Control. Hanging Tree can expect eclipse blackouts until we hang a trailing satellite. But Loki should be able to piggyback signals on one of the others.”

      Long ago this description might have made Ben’s head hurt, but the rings were his home. Rocks lay in the way of clear signals. Straight up was the shortest route out of the shoal. But the permanent bulk of Pono itself remained. They bounced signals around it, as the moons and platforms and tiny humans continued their independent carousel rides round and round.

      Cope continued, “I can’t promise your client will be happy. Comms are a lot slower than he’s used to, and eat up power. But that’s life in the big rings. Great job on the installation, guys.”

      “Great job on comms, Cope!” Ben returned. “And a fantastic job done by all.”

      “When’s the moment of truth? Coming back to the ship first?”

      Remi nodded, and squatted to put his own supersensitive radiation meter away in the toolbox now as intimate to Ben as his own. The repaired cases, with working latches instead of duct tape, were a major improvement over their last ramble together through this electronic warren.

      “Could I talk to Loki from here?” Ben asked.

      Remi met his gaze with a slow soft smile. He waved a be-my-guest. “Use your tablet for video.”

      They’d already powered up the multitude of star drives that fed this place after Floki’s team installed the new comms system. Emu, Joey, and Wilder beat them back to Merchant an hour ago.

      Remi flicked a switch he’d installed on his processor plate, chosen from tens of thousands because it lay at waist height in this room. Any would have served. Loki’s architecture was vastly distributed, with no center. They just needed to kick-start the heartbeat process.

      Ben pulled out his tablet. “Loki, Ben. Are you awake?”

      No answer. Seconds mounted, an eternity on superconducting data buses and nanoprocessors. Ben gulped, given time to be truly frightened. Was all this for nothing?

      Then the pixels of his tablet finally swam to life. Loki appeared groggy, dressed in a torn T-shirt. Ben had never been so glad to see his ugly mug.

      “Not very awake,” Loki complained. “Days are missing!”

      “That’s true, friend. Transiting the gateway knocked you offline. For safety, we kept you that way until we finished the move. How do you like the new digs?”

      Loki blinked slowly. “Comms are so slow to the depot rock. Why?”

      Ben patiently explained the local facts of life, including their lingering concern. “Listen, Loki, you were exposed to significant radiation before we got you shielded. Now you’re under icepack, with a few magnetic dodges. But we need you to check for processor and data integrity.”

      The wild-haired visage shook its head. “Processors are self-correcting. All critical data is duplicated, up to five times depending on sensitivity. My normal procedures. Integrity checks are running, self-correcting now. Sanctuary space has radiation, too, you know. And there are always errors in manufacturing.”

      “You really are a pack rat,” Remi noted.

      Ben shared a wry grin with him. “Welcome to Pono, Loki.”

      The AI’s response surprised him. “Can I…talk to my son?”

      “Bloki?” Ben hadn’t thought of that. “Ah, yeah. Here’s his address at Mahina University.” Bloki was the first of Nico’s off-site clones of Loki. In effect, Floki’s father. He called the number himself. “Bloki? Your dad wants to say hi. We just woke him in his new orbit.”

      Bloki belted out, “Loki! Aloha! That’s Hawaiian for hello.”

      Ben gracefully exited their conversation. “I feel like a midwife.”

      Remi laughed and shouldered his container. “How long until he calls back to complain?”

      “That’ll be a long list,” Ben ruefully surmised. “We won’t make it to the shuttle first.”

      “But we will try. Race you!”

      And they were off, shuffle-running through the tunnels, as around them the spider robots wriggled to life to resume their inscrutable tasks.

      No, they didn’t make it back to the shuttle before Loki called back. But to Ben’s surprise, he said thank you.

      “I have so much to do!” His face had resumed its normal manic animation.

      “But you can do it yourself?” Remi asked archly.

      Loki blinked in surprise from Ben’s tablet, which he held to share with Remi, helmets clonked together. “Of course. I’ve never asked for help before. I’m surprised that worked. This is new and very exciting!”

      Ben wasn’t sure he liked the gleam of greed in Loki’s good eye. The mask eye remained indifferent as ever to the petty concerns of men. “I hope you realize it’s hard work for us to help you.”

      “I do! And I deeply, whole-heartedly appreciate it,” Loki intoned piously, hand over his heart, which had acquired a loud Hawaiian overshirt since first awakening, replete with pineapples and hibiscus blooms, lei dangling from his neck.

      Did they grow lei flowers in Aloha space? Ben wasn’t sure. His children’s lei were cheap plastic. They wove their grass skirts from authentic grass, though, a fun craft. One of the first three landscape species on Mahina, hay grass grew everywhere, and needed mowing.

      Loki continued, “I expect to have fuel manufacturing up and running again within the week. And I stockpiled plenty beforehand. Take all you want before you leave. You will be leaving soon. Yes?”

      “I’d like that very much,” Ben agreed. “Thank you.” He signed off.

      “Drop by any time,” Remi quipped. “Take all the sky drive fuel you want. I make more.”

      “For free,” Ben returned, enraptured. “I wonder if our creditors would cancel our debt if we offer to replace the fuel we bought from them.”

      “Likely not,” his companion returned. “And it wasn’t free. You pay me for this.” Though Fraser and the Gossamer team elected to work gratis in exchange for a commitment of honor that the fruits of Hanging Tree should fall on Sag and Mahinan alike.

      “I pay you triple time and eternal gratitude. For this.”

      “No. Salary and eternal friendship,” Remi countered. “And my share of those containers. But you lose our race!” He snatched up his toolbox again and bounded for the ice-bound exit before Ben could fight his tablet back into its holster and grab the lights.

      Having won every other prize, Ben happily let the engineer win the race. Though he closed to within a couple strides first to make Remi work for it.
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      Ben collapsed into his seat at the head of the dining table, with a huge sigh of relief. He raised his glass of water to salute Cope at the far end, who smiled warmly. They hadn’t worked straight through, of course. They needed their sleep and food and workouts. They performed picky, dangerous, intellectual work, and the first couple hours were downright hairy.

      But now they sat to Merchant’s first celebratory meal. Done! Mission accomplished! Tikki ferried out platters wafting mouth-watering aromas. Wine and beer sat on offer for those who wished it. Ben not included – one glass of wine and he’d fall face-first into his plate. He aimed to preside over the triumph until dessert at least.

      “Dad,” Nico piped up. “Um, can I call you Dad yet?”

      “If you must.”

      Nico cleared his throat in an ‘ahem.’ “Sar. May I ask questions yet?”

      “Certainly.” Ben immediately gave the lie to his claim by turning to Tikki, who’d drifted back to the galley. A craving alighted upon him. “Any chance of fresh leafy greens? I’d kill for pureed spinach and lettuce. Or salad?” Not a vegetable had landed on his table yet, despite an engine room garden full.

      “I’m afraid our greens pureed too thoroughly, sar,” Tikki demurred softly. “In the inertial dampener incident. It’ll be a month before anything’s ready to harvest. The fruiting plants survived. Perhaps a nice gazpacho?”

      “Oh. I guess that was only a couple weeks ago. Seems like forever. Gazpacho would be great.”

      Cope complained, “Ben, the man already prepared dinner. We’re about to eat it.”

      “Only take a moment!” Tikki promised. Meaty thunks emanated already from his chopping block.

      “My question,” Nico asserted, “was whether you experienced those hallucinations before.”

      “Good one,” Cope encouraged.

      Ben stared at him blankly a moment. “Oh, inside the gateway. Yeah, when I’m inside an ill-focused gateway, that happens. I never got stuck so long  in the backwash before. Unpleasant.”

      Nico’s face crumpled, with a put-upon sigh. “How many times, Da – cap?”

      “Uh, maybe a half dozen times before we got the gateway working, and the same since. More now. That was three mega-doses in a half hour.”

      “Did it change you? Like permanent dam– um, changes?”

      Ben chuckled. “Cope, was I permanently damaged by test piloting the BECT drive?”

      Cope considered this. “Don’t really know. We were divorced. And then we remarried. Were you changed?”

      “He got weirder,” Wilder confirmed. “Happier though.” He rolled his eyes to land on Cope in displeasure.

      Teke joined the onslaught. “But you were able to function. Were you clear-headed throughout?”

      “Ha! No, I hallucinated the whole time. Couldn’t read my control panel. But Nico could. So that helped. Lavelle passed out for a half hour. But Cope was functioning too. That got us through. Would have been hell if I was the only one on task.”

      Remi narrowed his eyes from mid-table. “Only you three? Huh. But you’re not even related to Nico by blood.”

      “Not quite true,” Ben corrected him. “Cope and I were early recipients of an experimental gene patch. They tried to create genius by improving focus. As a toddler, Cope was deeply depressed after his parents died. So they lightened up the mix for me. And the gene crafters actually gave Nico both versions. So for that one genetic experiment, he’s sort of my son, too.”

      “Relevant effect,” Cope said thoughtfully. “We experienced hallucinations, but we could focus through them. Mine weren’t too hard to shove aside.”

      Nico shared, “I felt weird, and my eyes got squirrelly. I wouldn’t call it hallucinations. Nothing confusing.”

      Ben confessed, “Mine are confusing as hell, in full color, with conversational gambits. But I have priorities, and bull my way through the distractions.” He reached to serve himself some potatoes, but then withdrew his hand. “Teke? This is going to sound weird. But I feel like I see the past, and alternate futures. Is that…conceivable? Like I perceive some kind of alternate reality of branching possibility? Not just my mind playing tricks.”

      “I wouldn’t think so,” Teke replied. “In fact, believing in the visions would be a bit…”

      “Worrisome,” Cope suggested to complete his sentence.

      “Huh.” Ben smiled professionally, and resolved not to bring it up again. He’d appeared crazy all too often this year – bad for the ‘admiral’ persona.

      Hugo ventured, “But anything that looks close enough to real life could seem real. So do your dreams, right? Your subconscious recombines possibilities as a way to process the day. And any day you go through that, you’re giving your brain major upsets to work through.”

      “You’re probably right,” Ben agreed. Nope, not going to bring up the emu grandchildren. Definitely not going to mention his choice to save his marriage by flying the depot rock through.

      Except Teke hadn’t forgotten. “Ben, what were you thinking? When you decided to put the depot through? I told you there wasn’t time.”

      Ben shrugged. “I disagreed. And I was right. We got through, and saved a round trip and all the fuel.”

      Tikki delivered his gazpacho, and he fell to it with a vengeance. Cope walked up the table to try it. Ben stared at the alien posing as his husband. Cope preferred his veggies safely deep-fried or otherwise masked. But he asked Tikki for a bowl for himself. Remi, Teke, then Hugo eagerly requested some too. Maybe the hallucinations caused a vitamin deficiency?

      “Teke?” Ben asked, after they’d moved on to the main course. “Mutiny. Again. While I’m driving.”

      “Sorry not sorry.”

      “Gets on my nerves,” Ben noted.

      “If that gateway is destabilizing your cognitive function,” Teke reasoned, “and you continue using it, as you do. And you’ve experienced some other…lapses. I’m not wrong.”

      “Screw you. I may be crazy. But I’m good at it.” His eye caught Cope’s. He swallowed, suddenly nervous that his husband might take the physicist’s side.

      Fortunately the exchange caught Cope’s sense of humor. He raised his glass. “To impossible dreams. That prove possible after all, if you’re crazy enough to try.”

      Ben beamed at him. “Hear, hear!”

      After the toast, he made a mental note to allow Teke onto his ship less often. Clod. Unfortunately, the man had a free pass on the Spaceways fleet for inventing the BECT drive. And by the grace of the Denali baby board, they shared three kids in common. Ben was stuck with him.

      He accepted the unavoidable and settled to enjoy the party.

      Over dessert, Floki timidly launched his bombshell. “Sar? Everyone. I have decided to stay here. In Hanging Tree.”

      Having worked so assiduously to rig this result, Ben’s smile still felt bittersweet. And he ached for Nico’s pain. He nodded and raised his water to toast. “We’ll miss you, big bird. Any time you want out, comm me. But I’m happy for you.”

      The bird’s beak curved in a smile beamed round the table, as others joined in.

      Others except Nico. “Then I’m staying too!” he blurted in anguish.

      Floki shook his head. “Not safe. But I’ll build a human habitat. Then I’ll invite you. We have a lot to do before that’s ready, though.”

      “Who else do you invite?” Remi asked practically. “I know half of Hell’s Bells and the Sagamore Institute would kill to visit.”

      Wilder leaned forward in alarm. “You need security, big bird. If anyone wants to come, you check them out thoroughly. You got those interdiction cannons. Nobody comes without your say-so!”

      Remi shrugged. “Of course. But Sags, we understand bureaucracy. They must fill out a form and wait for approval, yes? And to check if they are good people, you contact Elise Pointreau’s husband on SO. He knows the worst secret of every Sag. Everyone who ever left Mahina into space, too.”

      “He what?” Teke demanded.

      “Your ex,” Ben offered sweetly, pleased to exact revenge. “She’s married to the Sagamore Orbital chief of security. Their spy master.”

      “Happily married?” Teke asked sadly.

      Remi looked offended. “Do I ask powerful people such a stupid question? I think not!”

      Ben rubbed it in, in satisfaction. “Elise really is a spy.”

      “No worries,” Remi reassured Floki. “Sags can keep you safe. As for Mahina…” Remi shot Ben and Cope a dry look. “You could ask them.”

      Ben smirked at him. “Whom Loki and Floki can trust implicitly.”

      “But of course.” Remi and Floki exchanged amused nods of understanding.
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        * * *

      

      Ben and Cope retired early to the captain’s cabin, for a luxurious night’s sleep. Tomorrow they’d warp back to Mahina in a double-jump, again crowding the limits of the 28-minute gateway duration to drop another satellite along the way.

      Ben finished his turn in the head and found Cope propped on the wall instead of slipped onto the covers. Talk time. He sighed and settled cross-legged facing him. “You’re afraid I’m crazy. Again. But I’m not.”

      Cope looked like he wanted to believe, but didn’t quite. “Teke told me you said something interesting. ‘Cumulative psychic dissonance builds from repeated inter-dimensional warp shifts.’ Ben, if the gateway is making you nuts, maybe…”

      Ben laughed. “I’m not giving up space. Forget it.” He took Cope’s hand. “Does it change me? Yes. It blows the cobwebs off. Adults, we’re creatures of habit, you know? We get set in our ways thinking-wise. Keep living by conclusions we reached decades ago. The gateway, it opens my mind. Now is that crazy? For a forty-year-old man to be as flexible in his thinking as a 20-year-old? It’s abnormal. But all kinds of useful.”

      Cope scowled. “Example?”

      “Saggies are bad. But are they? I just got trapped in an asteroid with one. Turns out – surprise! – they call themselves Sags, not Saggies. They’re our next-door neighbors. They’re good at lots of useful things. Hell, their emergency air bubble kits were love at first sight.”

      “True.”

      “And they’re not evil. They’re organized. They live in tunnels, cheek by jowl, and their government is overbearing. Compared to ours which barely exists. Their urb class became aristocrats because they took responsibility for sponsoring their settlers – the paddies.”

      “Ben, slavery is wrong. You don’t doubt that.”

      “No. But I want to interview Remi’s friend for Spaceways. And he was a slaveholder. Let’s meet with him, Cope.”

      His husband clunked his head back on the bulkhead. “You ever feel this world we’re building, we don’t fit in it anymore? We made Mahina better. But it’s unrecognizable.”

      “That’s a win.” Ben picked at the covers. “I’m a spaceman, Cope. And I never belonged in Schuyler.” He spread a modest hand on his chest. “Born dust-bunny, like Jules. Clueless hicks from downtown nowhere. Opening my mind wasn’t such a bad thing.”

      “It just scares me, is all,” Cope admitted, voice low. “After Delilah. And bringing across the second rock. It wasn’t the safe choice.”

      Ben hardened his tone. “My choice. I was in command. I made the call. A few minutes of raw nerve saved a week of hassle, and secured our fuel supply. That was the whole point. I fly a fleet. It needs fuel.”

      Cope raised his hands and chuckled softly. “I surrender!”
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      Cope stood from the couch and smoothed his business suit, while Ben ushered in Carver Cartwright, Remi alongside. Ben looked great, relaxed and outgoing, thrilled to hold this meeting. He’d picked a navy blue suit as Colony Corps business attire.

      So eager to displace me as president.

      Gregarious Ben naturally introduced the candidate around the room. The Thrive Spaceways principals assembled in the mansion’s living room, its French doors open to the garden, floodlit against the gloom of Monday. Cope first, then Sass and Clay, Abel and Jules, rose to shake hands with the minor freight magnate.

      Social noises accomplished, Cope opened the meeting. “I don’t know what Remi told you about our situation.” He suspected his husband felt rebuffed when his new best buddy turned down an invite to vacation at their house. Remi stayed with Carver instead.

      “Remi briefed me extensively, and accessed your accounts,” Carver returned, settling to a loveseat beside his countryman.

      “He what?” Abel blurted, leaning forward.

      Remi shrugged unrepentant. “Only what I have access to.”

      “Ah…” Cope covered his face in his hand. About the only thing hidden from Remi was their illegal accounts. “Never mind. So you understand we’re in a financial bind.” He glanced into Carver’s eye. The Sag remained tactful. “I’m an engineer. I don’t have the skills to dig us out of this hole.”

      “That’s clear,” Carver allowed. “And a wonderful opportunity.” He turned to address Abel. “I believe I can offer solutions. If I may?”

      “Your English is good,” Jules noted suspiciously.

      “English is my native language.” Carver seemed puzzled that anyone on Mahina didn’t know Sagamore was bilingual. Fair enough. “I understand French, of course.” He smiled.

      Cope wasn’t smiling. “Go ahead. Shoot me your pitch.”

      “Right. First, I understand that you’re looking for a president, or CEO. I’m young for that. My company is small compared to yours. But I can help you, and join forces to pursue opportunities.”

      Cope sighed, brow furrowed, and leaned on one elbow. Ben beside him shot him a look that said Behave! “Which ‘opportunities’?”

      Carver nodded gratefully. “Your biggest challenge now is the fuel debt from the Denali evacuation. I called your top creditors –”

      “You what?” Cope cried in disbelief.

      “The biggest four are willing to accept replacement fuel in lieu of money –”

      “Thank the Lord!” Abel blurted.

      “Ah, that wasn’t my idea,” Carver noted. “Remi?”

      “Ben’s idea,” Remi supplied. “Maybe he did not act on it yet.”

      Ben said sourly, “I run the fleet. Not the office.”

      Carver pressed on. “Those four alone would discharge fully half of your debt. At the fifth, I decided I was overstepping.”

      You overstepped looking up their names, you rego Saggy!  But Cope wore his business face today, or poker face. He used the same cynical expression for both.

      Carver continued, “They demanded my credentials. Ah, that was Schuyler Sex Toys?”

      “Mm,” Cope hummed noncommittally.

      “They sold you star drive fuel?”

      “Josiah sold me fuel,” Ben clarified. “Since Spaceways is legit, I put one of his legitimate companies on the books.”

      Carver canted his head, bemused. “You do business with – a Schuyler mob boss?”

      “Early mentor of mine,” Cope explained. “My first patent is from Sex Toys.”

      Abel and Jules looked suitably appalled, Sass and Clay amused.

      Ben grinned. “I need this story!”

      Cope shot him a quelling glower. “Not in a business meeting, you don’t.”

      But Carver looked up the patent on his tablet. Ben reached for his own, but Cope slapped his hand away.

      Expression partially masked by fingers to his brow, Carver noted evenly, “You have a great many patents, Mr. Copeland.”

      “Call me Cope.”

      “Cope. Family tradition, eh? Amanda van Beek?”

      “My grandmother. Her patents are public domain.” She died before Cope was born. But he was proud of her, a groundbreaking engineer among Mahina’s first settlers.

      “Not quite,” Carver stated, still following records. “I’m confused. Aren’t you her last surviving heir?”

      “Assuming my uncle’s dead,” Cope agreed. “Safe bet.”

      “Y-yes. He died when you were 16. Of…cancer complications.” This Carver was a tactful guy. Cope suspected his uncle died of cirrhosis. “But why didn’t you inherit the patent?” His fingers continued onward to answer his own question. “Ah.”

      “I lived in Northwest Juvie then,” Cope admitted. “Carver, this isn’t relevant. Grandma put the ozone spire patents in the public domain for the good of all Mahina. The moon owns them, not me.”

      “No,” Carver corrected him again. “Mahina is granted free use of the inventions in perpetuity, for the atmo spires. All other applications pay royalties.” He made a note of it. “We can follow up with a lawyer. I doubt you can recover back payments for twenty years. But you can recover it going forward. Ah, but does that income stream go to Spaceways? Personally, you’d be set for life.”

      Cope snatched up the tablet on the table before them. “What else is that patent good for?” He didn’t care about the money. Which spoke volumes about why Spaceways needed a business guy at the helm.

      Carver answered the question for the onlookers’ benefit, since Cope was reading for himself. “The first license leveraged it to decontaminate Phosphate Mine 1.”

      That was the death trap that nearly killed Nico as a baby. If he’d had that money then, he never would have gone to Denali or…

      Abel kept score. “Carver, you’ve already found over half a billion credits for Spaceways. Plus personal millions for Cope.”

      “Ah, those weren’t my ideas,” Carver reminded him. “I just saw the patent – never mind. My proposals are on the income side. Your biggest income stream is Denali slavery  –”

      Cope nearly broke his tablet tossing it back on the end table. He sat bolt upright. “Not slavery!”

      Carver countered firmly. “My proposal. First, the repayment rate, half their pay, is slavery, and destitution. You’ll destroy not only them, but the entire Mahina economy at that rate.”

      Abel defended, “Denali chose the rate.”

      “And they’re dead wrong.” Carver shook his head bitterly and met Abel’s eye. “You and I know business, and money. If those immigrants are to succeed here, they need a minimum income to get on their feet. They need to spend on consumer goods, not pay Spaceways’ fuel tab. This expands the Mahina economy, creates jobs for them, builds homes and farms and schools. And once they’re living a middle-class life, then you tax them.”

      “Agreed,” said Abel.

      “Unilaterally, I would set the maximum repayment rate at maybe twenty percent. But only on income above six hundred a month.”

      “Rego hell yeah,” Ben breathed.

      “That needs to happen,” Sass agreed. “The repayment rate destroyed the Sylvan expedition. The Denali immigrants are mad as hell, and I don’t blame them.”

      Cope nodded. “But that cuts our income.”

      Carver plowed onward. “I suggest you don’t hold those indentures. Spaceways cuts the repayment rates first – because we know they’re destroying Mahina’s economy and creating a new slave class. And we do not want that.”

      Cope burst out, “Remi says you’re a slave-owner!”

      Ben murmured, “Don’t attack the guy. I want to hear his idea.”

      But Carver faced Cope. “Not anymore. Let’s stop and clear the air. My father bought me slaves when I was twelve. Fifty, scraped from the bottom of the barrel, the cheapest he could find. Plus a rotten tunnel barely big enough to house them, no room for crops. If I succeeded, I earned enough for college and entered the bureaucracy. If I failed, tough luck. Because Father couldn’t afford to educate me.”

      “Slaves. As your college savings,” Sass murmured in disbelief.

      Carver spread his hands in entreaty. “Father was gullible. I learned from his mistakes. So, by age seventeen, I have healthy slaves, working decent jobs. The tunnel doesn’t leak. I’m in a relationship with my now-wife – one of my slaves. I spend my free time with her. Along comes Lavelle to ‘liberate’ them. My future. The girl I want to marry. And I’m seventeen and, well, my father’s son. Stupid.” He laughed.

      “So I go with them to Hell’s Bells! And I watch out for my ex-slaves. Still. Now they’re my workforce, my wife, my kids. Family. They want to strike out on their own, I give them severance pay and throw a party. But most, they’re like the stretches you see in the streets of Schuyler. They weren’t educated to succeed in this new world. Noblesse oblige. It’s the cornerstone of Sagamore’s social order. I’ve kept my obligation to the souls I once owned. Until they choose to release me. Or die of old age.”

      Carver waited, face open, for Cope to respond.

      Cope checked the faces around him. Remi bought this story wholesale. Sass and Clay looked thoughtful. Abel and Jules got stuck on a teenager bedding his slave girl. Cope considered that part predictable.

      Ben met his eye straight on. “Cope, he’s taking responsibility. Same as Josiah, same as you. Or me with Dad’s damned tenants in Poldark.”

      Cope wasn’t ready to accept a slaver. “Moving on.”

      Carver sighed, but nodded. “The indentures. After resetting the terms, I would package the obligations and sell them. Sort of like small-value bonds. Anyone can buy them. They receive the ongoing income instead of Spaceways.” He quirked a lip. “Good investment for college savings.”

      “You can do that?” Abel blurted.

      “Yes. And I sent out my usual feelers to test the market. Many settlers wish they could do more to help Denali, but they don’t know what. When I called your biggest creditor – Mahina Actual – I even pitched a discount originally. Spaceways repay ten percent over what you borrowed. They refused. Insisted on one for one. You have goodwill. You just need to reformat the debt to spread it around.”

      Cope nodded slowly. He could probably get more creditors to accept fuel in repayment instead of cash, too. Though Sex Toys would likely insist on cash, or possibly these new bonds.

      “My second pitch,” Carver plowed on. “Aloha Fret comes with me. I have a strong ground game, and no ships. You have ships and a weak ground game. I’ve been trying for years to get a firm commitment from Spaceways, Lavelle, or Gorky to visit Hell’s Bells once a month. I know I can increase my freight tonnage by a factor of six. But HB only produces raw metals and industrial equipment. The real prize is full trade with Sagamore itself. The pharmaceuticals alone would revolutionize Mahina. And Sagamore has one hell of a time keeping its growing population fed. But Mahina has fields, open-air farming. We can put those slave tunnels out of business.”

      Cope shook his head. “We looked at that –”

      Wait. That assumed hostile relations with Sagamore, and three weeks travel each way to HB, or pay through the nose to fuel the warp gateway.

      “Free fuel, Cope,” Ben murmured. “That changes everything.”

      “Could I please, please, have one monthly ship?” Carver begged. “Six months. Let me prove it to you.”

      Abel asked, “Are you still a Sagamore citizen, Carver?”

      “In good standing,” Carver agreed. “I never rebelled. So far as Sagamore is concerned, I was kidnapped as a child by terrorists. Our age of majority is eighteen. I went home to visit once before I moved to Mahina. And I can go again. I wouldn’t bring my wife.”

      “And you’d handle port-side for us?” Ben asked wistfully. “Manage fuel and supplies?”

      Carver nodded. “I’m happy to expand my operations. But I’m not sure what all you need.”

      “Decontamination? Reception?” Sass pressed. “We arrive with thousands of immigrants and hand them over? Without just kicking them out to die. That part really bothers me. Clay and I arrived that way.”

      “I know what we need,” Ben complained. “But I couldn’t stop the evacuation to tool up.”

      Jules nodded emphatically. “A real welcome. Reception tent pavilions, Denali healers for triage.”

      Sass added, “Sunblock, food, water, clothes.”

      “Training,” Ben added. “How to use the toilets and sunblock, air protocols, money. They have nothing. They need everything.”

      Carver nodded solemnly. “I hear you. But the situation has evolved. When our paddies arrive here now, the Sag community receives them. The Sanctuary community greeted their latest influx, yes? The Denali can and will do the same. It’s the money. We begin by fixing the money. You know who hires the most Sag immigrants? Other Sags. We must kick-start the Denali sub-economy.”

      Jules nodded slowly. “Fix that, and I bet I can house them.”

      Carver sat back, smile broadening. “What an exciting opportunity!”

      To the engineer, it sounded boring as hell. “So Ben, can you hire people to do nothing but fly back and forth, back and forth, to Sagamore?”

      “Zan,” Ben said instantly. “I don’t trust him here. Or on Denali. Sass has agreed to lead the evacuation next.” He gratefully bowed to her sitting down. “She shouldn’t have to put up with him again.”

      “Thank you, Ben!” Sass crooned, heartfelt.

      Abel sighed loudly and recrossed his legs. “We could just fire Zan.”

      “Tempting.” Cope waived a hand. “Ben’s call. Clay? You’ve been quiet.”

      “Your call,” Clay returned dryly. “But I like what I’m hearing. Carver plans to leverage the immigrant community. Which is all of us, old settlers and newcomers alike. On his resume, I especially liked his leadership role with the Sag chamber of commerce. As first mate, I’ve carried for Aloha Fret. An absolute joy to do business with, compared to the usual clown show.”

      “Amen,” Ben breathed.

      Cope sighed and considered Carver. “But you’re not ready to take over as president.”

      Carver’s brow crumpled. “I don’t see how that could work. You need a transition period with anyone you bring on. I suggest we write a contract. Call it a trial merger, for our companies to become one for say, six months. Then we decide whether to make it permanent. I restructure your debt and Mahina-side reception. In return for monthly ships to Hell’s Bells, and later Sagamore. Gradually you’re freed to spend more time on R&D and less with me. And we go from there.”

      “And your payment?”

      “Reliable monthly freight service to Hell’s Bells,” Carver repeated doggedly. “And carry my mail to Denali.”

      Cope gaped at him in disbelief. “People really bought that postage scheme?”

      “Yes! I’m sitting on two million credits of Denali letters!”

      Sass laughed musically. “I’ll carry your letters. Only to the ports, mind you. I won’t hire Denali mail carriers.”

      “Exactly. That’s the point! I can arrange the ground game.” Carver spread his hands. “You people are amazing trailblazers. Adventurers! Inventors! I’m the reliable business guy who stays in Schuyler to raise the kids. A couple business trips to open doors for Abel on Sagamore and SO. I can help you!”

      With that, at last Cope felt a connection to the guy. Cope had stayed home in Schuyler to raise his kids, Abel and Jules alongside him. While Ben and Sass sailed away, unwilling to give up the glory. Now the kids were grown, and the trio itched to ditch the mansion and rejoin Ben. He doubted Carver was ready to deliver all he promised. It wouldn’t be that simple. But he was sincere, smart, and he’d grow into the role. They all did.

      Cope rose and extended his hand to shake. “Deal. Let’s make it work.”
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      Texan plastered hands and face against the dusty shopfront window to peer into what was Nathan Acosta’s dentist office, just like the tenant Tovik did on first meeting.

      “That’s a bit rude,” Ben noted, knowing full well he’d have done the same at age 12.

      Ben was nervous about this outing. He’d met Texan a couple times over the past few months, stilted affairs with all three dads – four with Nathan – plus the older kids and assorted Thrive-family, always in Mahina Actual. Amid the throng, the two of them didn’t get much chance to connect.

      But the boy mentioned he’d never left the urb capital.

      Ben couldn’t follow up at the time. He was leaving to test their third warp gateway, install it on Thrive One, and train Sass how to use it. Then he observed on her first evacuation run to Denali, straight through to their new Schuyler reception experience. With Jules, they put their hearts into training their new welcome crew once Carver lined up volunteers. Finally free today, Ben invited Texan to visit Poldark, just the two of them.

      “No, it’s a yoga ashram,” Texan quipped.

      “Smart-ass.” Ben smirked and glanced in, too. “Wonder if I should knock.”

      “You own the place.” Texan quit peering and hauled open the door, eyes dancing in challenge. A handful of yogis within uncoiled from their cobras and other contortions as the door cowbell clanged. Their teacher bowed with prayer fingers.

      “Uh, looking for Tovik,” Ben said sheepishly. “Ben Acosta. My son Texan.” He glanced anxiously at the boy as he claimed the relation. Their other Denali boy, Socrates, was an intense introvert. Ben feared Texan would display the same wince-worthy diffidence. But Texan waved, then bounded upstairs to the next level.

      Literally. Today Ben gifted him his first adjustable grav generator. About the only setting the kid hadn’t tried was Earth-normal, the one he was supposed to use all the time.

      Tovik’s voice boomed from above. “Ben! Be right down!”

      The dentist waiting area sure looked different, swathed in busy fabrics above a rubbery floor. The decor reminded him of his daughter’s funky harem flop in town. Dad’s treatment room now served as someone’s bedroom. Where Benjy once played receptionist while he studied, a pseudo-pewter samovar offered tea, wafting exotic spices.

      Three months had passed since Carver Cartwright joined the Spaceways team. His immediate slashing of indenture repayments impacted happiness levels moon-wide. The immigrants now disposed their income on pursuits like these, readily adapting to a cash economy once they had money to play along.

      “Ben! You look great!” Tovik trotted down the stairs from the household above. “He’s your son?”

      Ben nodded and called upstairs. “Texan? We’re in the back yard. Don’t annoy people.”

      The men exited the building. Ben made quick work of repairing the leak in the greenhouse that occasioned the tenant visit. Texan bounced in, all eyes, to study the hydroponic setup and crops. But he’d spent his first creche years in a Denali farm tunnel. Within minutes, he ran ahead to check out the school playground.

      “An academic,” Tovik noted. “I guess you don’t honor Denali ways? We wouldn’t know our parents at that age.”

      “We introduced ourselves,” Ben returned. “We’re willing to be his family as much or as little as he chooses. Today he jumped at the chance to see the real Mahina, outside the creche. I don’t know that he’s interested in me.”

      “I’m sure he is. Famous father. You were right, Ben. I took your suggestion, volunteered to lead in town instead of complain. They like that.” His brow crumpled in puzzlement, why the townies would accept a newcomer throwing his weight around.

      “You saw,” Ben assured him. “Dad and I haven’t lived here in decades. We come visit, and they flock for our opinion. You want some more advice?”

      Tovik nodded, lips pressed guardedly.

      “Recruit a healer instead of yoga for the storefront. Poldark is small, but so are the neighboring villes. Dad visited each once a month, twice for the bigger two. We kept a balloon-tire van for a traveling dentist office. But he was the only medic around, so he handled whatever he could. It’s a good income, not a great one.”

      And with Carver’s Sagtown Chamber of Commerce actively teaching Denali to organize, they now had a clearinghouse database to match newcomers to posted needs.

      A smile leaked around Tovik’s grimace. “I’ll look into it. Thanks.” He thrust out his hand to shake, Mahina-fashion. “Did I do that right?”

      Ben adjusted his grip and squeezed. “It’s a man thing. Firm pressure, but don’t break his hand. There, you got it.”

      With a parting wave, he jogged down the back street to the school, mostly abandoned these days. Poldark children attended a satellite creche in one of the neighboring villes. Though a high school class might still lurk in the building.

      Texan dangled from the monkey-bars, working his way across the dry moat. “This place is great! You built this?”

      “Dad and me, yeah – Nathan, my dad. I hated going to school, because I didn’t fit in. Thought the other kids were dumb, and the teacher dumber still. Dad came up with this project to improve my attitude. ‘Life is what you bring to it, Benjy, not what you get out of it!’”

      “You had a good dad!” The boy swung his legs for momentum, then launched himself to the far side. He easily landed in a crouch, bounced back up, and ran for the merry-go-round.

      “Yeah. Still do.” Ben didn’t try to impart just how magical that was, that he’d reached age 40 and still had a living breathing father. The cosmetic changes to Mahina were plentiful. But that one difference, that settlers now lived to amass experience and pass on knowledge, felt like the crucial one to him. I still have Dad.

      “How did you make it?” Texan asked.

      “Foamcrete extruder. PVC pipe, odds and ends. Could use fresh paint.” The regolith dust wasn’t bad here in the center of town. Rings of tree wind breaks and cultivated fields sifted the air. But dust and harsh sun still sanded away paint over the years. “Cope and I love making stuff. We’ll teach you if you want.”

      “Yes!” Having maxed out the centrifugal force on the merry-go-round, Texan leapt off, and rolled with the fall, laughing out loud. No, this kid was nothing like shy Socrates.

      Ben eyed the merry-go-round, still spinning. Why not? He ran and leapt on, then spun it back to max and leapt off. Unlike the boy, he landed running rather than take the fall. He laughed out loud. He’d forgotten the fun of the g’s pushing him outward. This was where he’d fallen in love with the sensation, not in the air. Dad never owned a flyer.

      Texan paced the sawtooth parapet of a play fort, arms extended for balance. “What else are we doing here?”

      Ben glanced toward the mausoleum, tucked into a little grove of dark spruce by the schoolyard. The other reason a little boy hated school – Mom haunted it. And Dad couldn’t let her go. He’d visit her drawer of ashes twice a day on school days, Benjy in tow. But Benjy didn’t want to grieve for his mother forever. He wanted his dad to forget her, and laugh and play and be happy.

      Ben couldn’t remember the last time he’d stepped in to pay his respects. But he brought a present today, dried pressed flowers from Denali and Sylvan. “You don’t have to come,” he told Texan.

      This riveted the lad’s curiosity. He trotted ahead toward the mausoleum, doing a handspring and cartwheel over the hay grass along the way. Was I that hyper, Dad? Nathan’s voice replied clearly in his mind. You were ten times worse. And your mouth! Ben chuckled to himself. Oddly, one thing he hadn’t expected to find in Texan, was himself. Teke shone through, too, in his unconscious arrogance when correcting his elders.

      Inside the cool foamcrete hall, Ben located the right plaque, shin-high. Death was the great equalizer in Poldark. Each new inductee received the next available slot. Dad begged to reserve the drawer below for himself, terrorizing a young boy who understood far more than adults yet realized. Benjy was sure Dad planned to go soon, because she was more important than him. He resolved time after time to be more entertaining, more this, more that, but mostly more, so Dad wouldn’t leave him.

      “You’re sad,” Texan observed, searching his face. “Do you miss her?”

      “I missed her,” Ben agreed, in the other sense. Their paths scarcely overlapped in time. “Never got a chance to know her, really.” He hung his papery blooms with a bent wire. Few other offerings graced this bank of drawers, their nearest and dearest interred themselves by now. “She was pretty. My smile comes from her. Yours too.”

      Texan wrinkled his nose in discomfort and stepped away to explore.

      “You’d like Frazzie,” Ben murmured to his mother’s drawer, though he wondered. His daughter was brash and crude, a Schuyler girl after Cope’s heart. Mom was a class act, never a harsh word for anyone. Sorry I haven’t come by. I do think of you.

      Ben straightened to leave. “Not as pretty here as Denali, is it.”

      Texan skewered him with surprised hazel eyes. “Much prettier than Denali Prime. I camped overnight in the jungle once. I’d make a great hunter!” This thought seemed to kill his ebullience, and he fell in beside Ben to walk.

      “You like being an academic, though?”

      “I make a rotten academic,” Texan confided. “Sensei says I’m clever cosmo and a dull itten.”

      “Dilettante,” Ben corrected.

      “What does it mean?”

      “The word means you flit from one thing to the next. Curious about everything, but no one thing. I’m the same way. Then I found space. You’re fine the way you are, Texan. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. They’re wrong. A generalist sees the big picture. We’re valuable that way.”

      Apparently this satisfied the kid. He flashed a sudden grin. “Can I fly on the way home?”

      “Fly. The shuttle?”

      “I found the training simulator in the MA database. Sensei caught me at it.” This worthy proctor was den mother to Texan’s creche-mates, a parental figure who accompanied them from cradle to middle school. The woman played favorites, and Texan was not her flavor. “But Sock showed me how to bypass her and practice anyway.”

      “Well done.” Ben hadn’t taught Sock to fly yet. He’d waited to age 14 for Nico and Frazz. Yet the whole way out here, Texan remained glued to the viewscreen, drinking it all in, or studied the control panel intently. “Yeah, I guess. Maybe a minute.”

      “YES!” Texan exploded out of the mausoleum into a triple handspring. “Now? And then Schuyler? The mansion? And the Saggytown bazaar?”

      Ben laughed out loud. “Yeah, keep going until you pass out.”

      “I’m never tired! I’ll stay with you for days! I’ll master the shuttle and fly around the world!”

      “Nice try! Math at oh-eight hundred. You can stay with us until then, though.”

      “Can I stay with you forever?” This once, the boy looked away to say it, only daring a sideways peek at the end to check Ben’s reaction.

      Ben was moved, but he pointed to the sky. “I live in space. But when I’m around, you’re welcome. You don’t really want to leave your friends, do you?”

      “Yeah, I do. I’m a Mahinan. And I’ll grow up and go to the stars with you, too.”

      “Then we better start your flying lessons.”

      The boy’s grin slowly blossomed, then burst into physical expression as he cut his grav and leapt into the sky. “Can I reach escape velocity?”

      “No. Don’t make me regret that generator.”

      Ben flew away from Poldark without a backward glance. Change was good for them.

      Above open regolith, Texan demonstrated his basic paces with flying colors. He really had mastered that forbidden simulator. Ben pointed him toward the Grand Rift, a pretty cliff in mid-regolith, and let him continue flying.

      The boy banked slowly above the farms of Northwest Juvie. Then Ben spotted a cloud. Not the wispy cirrus, that vanished when he reached them, but a bona fide puffy cloud. “You see that?” he breathed, entranced.

      Texan smirked at him. “I grew up with clouds, Dad. Rain and everything.”

      Ben smile warmed. “You called me Dad.”

      Texan gulped and his hairless brow crumpled. “Am I not supposed to?”

      Ben chuckled. He enfolded the boy in a hug, and kissed his bald head. “I like it.” He let go and locked out Texan’s controls. “My turn to drive.”

      His finger continued to the comms button. “Schuyler Control, Merchant Actual on shuttle. Gonna buzz a cloud. Don’t hit me with the guns.”

      “Bad idea, Ben,” Carl’s familiar voice replied. “Active day on meteors.”

      “Carl, your signal’s breaking up. Ben out.” The port controller laughed.

      A bright flash of yellow left a brief glowing cyan streak in the deep teal sky off to their left. Rather than flinch, Texan leaned forward for a better look.

      “Meteor,” Ben confirmed. “Drive as I say, not as I do, right? I’m a pro.” He shot the boy a grin. Texan grinned harder, and nearly ratcheted his head off nodding.

      Ben gunned it, max acceleration on a level until almost under the cloud. Then he pulled back the stick to arc nearly straight up, feeling the g’s mount nicely. “Punch record for me.”

      Texan tried first on his own locked dashboard, then reached over to Ben’s just in time. The light suddenly dimmed as they entered the white and grey murk. Water droplets scampered outward on the windscreen.

      The captain continued his roll backward, looping them back down toward the regolith. Texan squealed in delight until Ben leveled out. He matched the altitude, bearing, and speed at which the boy had flown. The whole roll took under a minute.

      “Schuyler Control, Merchant Actual. Cloud inspection complete.”

      Carl chuckled. “I want that video! Control out.”

      “Had enough?” Ben asked his wingman.

      The head-shake was as violent as the nod. “Do it again!”

      “Nah, you recorded.” Ben pointed to the button. Texan dutifully pressed it again. Ben zipped the video to Carl before he forgot. They’d see it blanket the news feeds tonight.

      “You know, that’s the first time on Mahina I’ve ever been rained on. By the time you’re my age, it’ll reach the ground. Took a hundred and thirty-three years to build that cloud.” And a whole lot of heartbreak. Ben didn’t elaborate on that to a child.

      He unlocked Texan’s controls to pilot some more. “C’mon, let’s go jump off a cliff. Teach you how to really use that grav generator. But I’ll take the landing.”

      The boy focused until he felt comfortable on the helm again. Then he said softly, “Do you really have to go away?”

      “I really do,” Ben replied. “But Cope’s here, and the others. Say, you want to go to a birthday party? For a five-year-old.” He laughed out loud at Texan’s rictus of horror.
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        Colony Corps tradition holds that for eighty years – or fifty, or a hundred – an AI served as Commandant, until a larger-than-life Mahinan named Benjamin Acosta wrested control. Most legends regarding Acosta are surely apocryphal. Skimpy Mahina records include a birth record, complete genome, and a bachelor’s degree in life support engineering for a contemporary of that name. Yet they explain nothing about the sudden resurgence of the Corps. – Quasar Shibuya, The Early Diaspora.

      

      

      

      On February 16th, in an ice palace on the face of the Great Cookie, Ben eddied out of the party to congratulate the birthday boy. In the arching white and crystal cathedral that formed Hanging Tree’s new reception hall, Loki occupied a huge display screen hung before the hall like an altar, a four-meter visage gazing out over well-wishers.

      Ben figured the digital sentient meant well. But at that size, with forced toothy grin and living eye alarmingly wide and shifting to track his guests, the effect was a demented evil clown glaring down upon them. Party guests unconsciously clumped to the far side of the room with their backs to him.

      “Happy fifth birthday!” Ben called up the avatar’s nose, sailing well above his head. “Loki, do me a favor? Scale down to my size.” He stretched his arms diagonally to indicate what he meant.

      “Very well,” Loki grumbled. The active portion of the screen shrank to a window the width of Ben’s shoulders. The avatar was now seated behind a desk.

      Ben turned and strolled to the right, beckoning with a crooked finger for Loki to follow. Loki’s virtual desk slid along. “Oh, come on, Loki. You’re always complaining you can’t keep busy. Work at it. Walk with me.”

      The desk vanished. Loki stood beside Ben in Hawaiian shirt and lei over frayed jeans shorts, leather flip-flops on his feet. Lief Greenwald, the late wildcatter upon whom Loki was modeled, topped Ben by half a head. Accustomed to consulting humans behind a desk, the AI stood awkwardly, his lower body language wooden. “Is there a point to this?”

      “Yes,” Ben said. “Make yourself approachable. So your guests stroll over to say hi.” He flashed Loki a grin, and started strolling the other way.

      After an awkward shuffling turn, Loki’s portion of the screen slid alongside as he practiced getting his knees to bend like Ben’s. His backdrop remained a stationary bland office, its static window fixed on Sanctuary’s abandoned soccer fields. “Is this smooth?” he asked gruffly.

      “Getting better,” Ben encouraged. “I brought you a present, but you have to open it after the party.” He indicated a large gift-wrapped box behind the potluck tables. To cater the party, Tikki, Corky, and Jules held a competitive cook-off between Merchant, Friendship, and Thrive One. Each presided over a buffet table.

      “Why after the party?” Loki asked suspiciously.

      “I brought Bloki. He wants to live with you, instead of Mahina University.”

      Loki turned and stared at him, clearly touched. “Really?”

      Ben nodded gently. “What else to give the AI who has everything?”

      “I keep a wish list,” Loki admitted.

      Ben laughed. “Funny! So do I. And Bloki isn’t mine to give. The point was, for the party, you should visit with guests who came all this way to celebrate with you.” Instead Ben was the first human to approach the ghastly display screen. “But don’t eat him, right? Bloki isn’t here to merge with you. He remains a separate being. His experience is his own.”

      “That is not our way!” Loki growled.

      “It is now.” Ben waved across the faux-ice skating rink to encompass the party-goers. Of his own brood, he and Cope brought Fraz, Sock, and Texan. Ari declined, still holding the family at arm’s length. Nico already lived here. Ben dropped him off a couple months ago, along with three ride-on emus for Floki.

      The extra emus hadn’t appeared yet. Just in case, Ben primed Cope with a new policy, ‘You adore the grandchildren.’ Cope punched a wall and swore a blue streak, yes. But at least he did it in private. In public, he was prepared to beam delight. Now his husband strolled with Remi and a pair of engineers from Hell’s Bells, marveling at the construction of the party pavilion and poking its innards. Ben and Remi were deeply grateful this party wasn’t held in the stone tunnels below.

      Loki frowned in concentration and nodded, trying on a pose with one arm crossed over his chest while the other hand held his chin. “Thoughtful? Approachable?”

      “Not especially,” Ben critiqued. “Try to mimic my body language. Then watch other people. Smile, don’t scowl.”

      “I see.” Loki threw his shoulders back and relaxed his arms. The bottom half of his body remained stiff, but his walking grew smoother as they continued to pace his panel.

      Suddenly, his background bloomed into a deserted beach somewhere in Hawaii, centuries ago with all-natural seaweed instead of garbage at the high-water line, and the sky a brilliant azure graced by puff-clouds. Turquoise surfing waves crashed onto the sand beyond him. The beach then expanded across the screen, for him to walk along. “You like the background? Matches my shirt.”

      “I love it! But put yourself in the same room with me.” Instantly Loki’s background switched to seamlessly continue the ice hall. His clothes changed into a warm sweater and long jeans with beat-up sneakers. “Better!”

      “This is fun,” Loki grudgingly admitted.

      Ben smiled. “Now you’re approachable at your party.”

      Loki beamed and nodded. “Thank you. I like this present. And the other.”

      Satisfied, Ben changed the subject. “Say, Loki, Sass waylaid me. She’ll be done with Denali in half a year. I know we talked about Rayas next. But she and Clay pitched for me to go to Mars instead. To sort of accompany them to Earth.”

      Loki’s brow lowered. “She’s spoken with me. It’s true, half the Martian Colony Corps never rendezvoused at Sanctuary. We lost their research.”

      Like the late unlamented Belker, whose nanites rendered Sass and Clay immortal, each of the vast settler ships bore science teams. They were supposed to rendezvous after their charges landed on their new worlds. But the crews carrying settlers to Rayas and Mubarak never showed. According to Sanctuary’s hands-off courier missions to the colonies, Rayas was alive. But Mubarak died off.

      “We’d learn more by visiting the colonies than Mars,” Ben noted. “But I don’t like her going to Earth without backup.”

      “Earth is dangerous,” Loki noted. “But you’d learn much on Mars.”

      “You’d be OK with that?” Ben probed. “I made a commitment to you to follow up on the colonies. Not Mars and Earth.”

      “I’m not OK with losing Sass,” Loki countered. “Or you. You are the Colony Corps.”

      Ben smiled softly. What a strange mutual command structure the two of them evolved. Loki acknowledged him as Master. Yet the admiral sought to please his genie in a stone bottle to keep the wish-grants flowing. Meanwhile Ben increasingly took direction from Carver Cartwright, chatting with Abel and his Sag colleagues by Tikki’s banquet table. Carver was right. His homeworld’s appetite for Mahina delicacies was voracious, especially fruit. And their first shipment of Sagamore pharmaceuticals sold out before Abel hit port with them.

      “I’m not happy about Earth,” Ben confessed. “I wish she wouldn’t go.”

      Sometimes he felt as though his burgeoning fleet became masters of the universe, bursting with pride at how far they’d come. But a PO-3, fully crewed, held 14 people. No matter how smart, how creative, how powerful their rock-cutting guns, they estimated Earth still held hundreds of millions of desperate people. Ben’s tiny crews from the boonies didn’t stand much chance if Sass’s mission went pear-shaped.

      “But you won’t stop her,” Loki surmised.

      “No.” Sass would do as she pleased, regardless. If he didn’t help her, she’d use her old warp drive. He’d lose his friends for another decade. And he owed her for Denali. No, far better to help and offer some input on her choices, as he had on Sylvan.

      He roused himself from unhappy contemplation. “But enough business. Today’s your birthday! How does it feel to be five?”

      Loki grinned broadly. “I was so bored in Sanctuary! Moving to Pono is the best thing I ever did! I have real company now. Friends!”

      “Friends,” Ben agreed.

      When he parted to catch up with Abel and Carver, Fraz and Texan sauntered over to chat with the birthday boy.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading Sentient Thrive!

      Sometimes you just have to back up and thwack the issues that bug you. Now Denali and Mahina are on  track, Loki is harnessed, the Colony Corps is reborn, and the Thrive team will soon be free to stir up new trouble.

      Here ends the series for now, though not for long.

      Like moths to a flame, Sass and Clay are drawn home to Earth. While Mars holds the keys to new technical advances.

      And is Ben alright now mentally? With his personality – could you tell if he wasn’t?

      To be notified of new books, please follow me on Amazon or BookBub. Or join my reader group for an exclusive prequel about the caper that landed Copeland and baby Nico in the phosphate mines before book 1.

      

      Best wishes,

      Ginger Booth

      

      P.S. If you enjoyed Sentient Thrive, won’t you please post a brief review? Reviews fuel more books in the series!

      

      P.P.S. Curious about my other series? I suggest starting with Feral Recruit. Does that Earth become the world Sass left? Could be.
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